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To 
Francis Wimpory 
and 
Tae Orricers or THE Rapnor Street SunDAY SCHOOL 
London, 
under whom God called me to be a preacher 


This book has extended io a greater length than I 


or desired. . . . 1, however, give thanks 
to God that with what litile ability I I 
have striven to not the sort of man 


labour in sound . ine, not for his own 
instruction only, but for that of others also. 
SAINT AUGUSTINE (354-10) 


It is with no sense of having attained that I am 


JAMES STALKER (1S48-1927) 


Preface to the American Edition 


I was ASKED to write this book. The warm reception 
given to my previous volume, The Craft of Sermon IIlustra- 
tion, was followed by requests from correspondents for a 
similar book on construction, and I have not found it pos- 
sible to resist the appeal. 

My reluctance will be understood by other preachers. 
I do not regard myself as an expert. I have no qualification 
except the experience that comes from thirty years at the 
work. Not much has been written in Britain on this subject 
during the last half century, so I looked back through the 
years and asked myself what principles had guided my 
own work, and these I have set down as briefly and plainly 
as I can. 

The book is having a large sale in England. A number 
of theological seminaries have adopted it as their homileti- 
cal textbook, the professors amplifying and illustrating my 
somewhat concise treatment in their lectures. It has been 
approved also as the official textbook of the largest body of 
lay preachers, and is used as the basis of their correspond- 
ence course. But its widest usefulness appears to be on the 
desk of working ministers, who are feeling both the desire 
and the difficulty of maintaining a reasonably high level 
in their pulpit work, and who welcome a book that is both 
terse and practical. A teacher of preachers has kindly said, 
“ The heart of the whole thing is here.” 
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I am not without hope that the book may have a similar 
usefulness in America. Able works on the subject are more 
common, I believe, on the western than the eastern side of 
the Atlantic, but even the most widely read of Americans 
on preaching will not be without interest, I imagine, in a 
British approach to homiletics. 

Professor James T. Cleland, of The Divinity School of 
Duke University, has kindly scrutinized my pages with 
the American ministry in view. I am deeply indebted to 
him for many helpful suggestions, but feel it frank to state 
that our minds have not marched together in every par- 
ticular and that the professor must not be assumed to de- 
fend all the views that I set out. But my obligation to him 
far outruns my skill in expression and, if the book proves 
to have value in the States, it will have that value in large 
measure because of the willingness of a busy man to check 
a brother craftsman’s work. 

To him, to Rev. Dr. Charles Ryder Smith, and to my un- 
failing secretary, Mr. P. E. Found, I tender my sincere 
thanks. 

W. E. SANGSTER. 
The Westminster Central Hall 
London, England 
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I 
A Plea for Preaching 


_Preacuinc is in the shadows. The world does not believe 
in it. Perhaps it never did believe in it much, but it be- 
lieved in it at one time more than it believes in it now. 

This want of faith in Christian preaching on the part of 
men who make nothing of Christ ought not, of course, to 
surprise us. Why should they believe in it until they be- 
lieve in him? The world’s neglect, after all, may illustrate 
nothing but our own lack of those commanding figures 
who can so preach Christ that they compel the crowd to 
attend. 

Or is there something deeper in it than that? 

There are preachers who are drifting toward disbelief 
in preaching themselves. Indeed, some of them make no 
effort to disguise it. “I’m no entertainer,” they say, with 
the sly insinuation that any man preaching to more than a 
handful must be employing some unworthy technique. 
“Thank God I’m no popular preacher! ” say others, with 
the inverted vanity of those who want to imply that their 
preaching is not popular because it is so deep. 

No men will receive respect for their calling who fail to 
respect it themselves. ° 


Yet the diminishing faith in preaching among liste 
themselves is not often so patent as that. Men are some- 
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times honestly unaware that confidence in their calling is 
slipping from their minds. Though a man may be a minis- 
ter of the Word, and sincerely believe himself called and 
commissioned to preach, yet related occupations can work 
themselves to the forefront of his thought and rob the 
public proclamation of the gospel of its rightful priority 
in all he does. False antitheses war at times in his heart, 
and he may see things in opposition that God has joined 
together and commands that no man put asunder. 

What sad folly is it that has led ministers in many gen- 
erations to see some innate controversy between preaching 
and pastoral work? To make an either/or of this double 
and related task is surely a suggestion of the devil. A man 
in any normal ministerial situation, tempted to put the 
emphasis on one of these tasks to the exclusion of the 
other, might well listen to his Master’s word: “ This ought 
ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone.” 

It would be hard to exaggerate all the gains to a preacher 
from pastoral work faithfully done: the insight into peo- 
ple’s minds; the awareness of problems which perplex 
them and temptations which test them; the opportunity to 
learn with intimacy from life—so necessary to a man 
whose main learning is from books. Even if he were think- 
ing most narrowly of the preacher's office and not of him- 
self as a shepherd of souls, the minister could not fail to be 
a true pastor of his flock. 

But being a shepherd isn’t the same as being a sheep dog! 
Caring for people doesn’t mean fussing around them in the 
morning hours when a man should be in his study and on 
his knees. Collecting a congregation by assiduous visiting, 
but having no sure word from God when they come to- 
gether in worship, is only to disappoint the expectations 
one has aroused, and to fail in a task so solemn and exalted 
that no part of our duty can exceed its importance. 
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If it is a false antithesis to place preaching and pastoral 
work in opposition, what shall we say of those who deal 
similarly with preaching and the conduct of worship, or 

_ preaching and the observance of Holy Communion? Litur-' 
| giology has displaced preaching in the interests of many ‘ 
who minister in holy things. “ Worship is so much more’ 
than preaching,” they say, and the fact that superficially 
the statement is not only true but platitudinous must not 
blind us to the deep falsity that lies at its heart. Others 
say, “It is our high privilege to celebrate the Holy Eucha- 
rist: nothing else matters.” The same false antithesis ap- 

pears here also. 

The taproot of this deep error is a low view of preaching. 
It is not seen as a sacramental act. It is thought of as a man 
talking, sharing his own views, making his own comments. ' 
On such a view of preaching, a sermon and an address are 
synonymous. In point of fact, they are nothing of the sort. 
Give the words their strict meaning and an address is a 
man talking to men; a sermon is a man speaking from God. 
The authority of the preacher, unlike that of a speaker, is 
not in himself: he is a herald. His word is not his own; it 
comes from above. 

Nor is this deep difference denied, even though it be 
proved by common usage that a sermon and an address 
are regarded as the same thing — sometimes, unhappily, 
by preachers themselves. : 

That only illustrates again how poor a view of preaching 
prevails in many quarters — and some of them ecclesiasti- 
cal — and accounts in part for the disregard that preach- 
ing suffers in the world today. The difference between an 
address and a sermon is deep, basic, elemental. Any . 
preacher who knows his business knows the difference in| 

himself. He is ready, of course, when occasion demands, to 
give a religious address. He may even give an address 


{ 
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now and then from the pulpit. But always he feels on such 
occasion that this is not preaching. It is not “ the sacra- 
ment of the Word.” He would prefer to be on a platform, 
and he wants to say with Paul that on this occasion he is 
not expounding the Word, for he has no special revelation 
from the Lord, but is giving only the fruit of his own 
thinking. 

It is not hard to prove that this high view of preaching 
was held by the Protestant Reformers. Men were ordained, 
in their view, to the ministry of the Word and the sacra- 
ments. Both! Both together! 

Setting preaching and worship in opposition, or dispar- 
aging the ministry of the Word in the foolish supposition 
that it exalts the celebration of the Eucharist, would have 
seemed blasphemous to them. Indeed, they placed the 
sermon at that point in the service where the deepest 
solemnities of the Mass had previously been observed. The 
sermon became “the monstrance of the Evangel.” What 
they still believed to be true of the blessed sacrament of 
His broken body and spilt blood they cherished in their 
cultus, but they recognized in preaching something in- 
finitely more sublime than a man’s comment on the lesson 
for the day, or “a few thoughts that have occurred to me 
during the week,” or “a little advice which I hope will do 
you good.” 

Preaching, in Bernard Manning’s phrase, was “a mani- 
festation of the Incarnate Word, from the written Word, 
by the spoken word.” Properly understood, it is that still. 
It is a showing forth of the reigning Christ. It is an assault 
upon the gates of hell, and, indeed, a piercing of them. It 
is a deed, not of man merely or chiefly, but of God. 

Let preaching be so understood and it is plain at once 
that to place preaching and worship in opposition is more 
than foolish: it is surely nonsense, The practice in some 
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churches for members of the congregation to leave before 
the sermon begins, on the theory that worship i is over and 
what remains is just a man giving his view on certain mat- 
ters (which may be no better views than their own), re- 
veals more plainly than anything else the low view of 
preaching we are contesting here. The fact that the 
preacher himself understands their action and concurs in 
it does not prove that they are right. It proves that he also 
is wrong. It explains why he may scamp his own prepara- 
tion for preaching — treat it, indeed, as an unimportant 
addendum of the service — and regret the expectations of 
those “ uninstructed ” members of his flock who persist in 
hoping that in the sermon also they will meet God. 

If it be said in response to all this that we are taking a 
view of preaching so high and awful that any man might 
well shrink from it — most especially if he be a layman 
serving as local preacher or lay reader — the inference 
need not be resisted. It is a high and awful task from which 
any man might well shrink. That is why the Church in its 
wisest hours has always insisted that a man must have a 
divine call to it. The work cannot be sustained on anything 
less. Men have begun the work just as an occupation, a way 
of earning their bread. A man may, indeed, enjoy it in his 
early days at no higher level than that. If he has facility 
in public speech and it satisfies the tendency to exhibition- 
ism which is in us all, he may, for a while, be content. 

But only for a while! He cannot sustain a ministry that 
way. The scorn or chill indifference of the world will freeze 
him. The pleasure he derives from self-display passes the 
point of satiety. The middle years come and mock his early 
enjoyment at hearing himself talking, and nothing can 
keep him going with real devotion if he cannot look back 
and say to himself, “ I was called.” 

One thing, if he is wise, he will be most careful not to 
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do: he will not force into ungodly opposition things that 
God has joined together. Preaching and worship belong 
to one another. However personally unworthy he knows 
himself to be, he knows also that, having called him to the 
work, God is pledged to meet his faithfulness with the 
Holy Spirit and speak through him. He will not magnify 
himself, but he will magnify his office. Treating it with 
awful seriousness himself, he knows that men will not be 
able cheerfully to ignore him. Howsoever they come within 
reach of his voice, if, indeed, he is God’s messenger, the 
message will pierce their minds and challenge their wills. 
They may ignore the challenge and turn away from the 
truth, but they will go away as the rich young ruler went 
away — sorrowful. Indeed, it is only their bodies that they 
will carry away; their hearts will run after the Lord, whose 
voice they have heard in the voice of his faithful servant. 

No one who takes this high view of preaching could ever 
think of it as entertainment. He could as soon regard the 
Holy Table made ready for those that do “truly and ear- 
nestly repent” of their sins as a piece of “ showmanship.” 

Nor will anyone who takes this high view of preaching 
be seriously troubled by those who complain that it is too 
high; that a man holding it makes too much of preaching. 
He can never make enough of it! If, indeed, it were only 
a display of his own gifts and his own ideas, he would — 
deserve their rebukes, but would a prophet allow a priest 
to tell him that he had received no message from God or 
suffer himself to be lectured on his lack of humility because 
he began by declaring: “ Thus saith the Lord ”? 

Let those whose chief service to religion is to make real 
to others the value of liturgies do their work to the glory 
of God and all will be blessed, but let them hesitate to im- 
pute meaner motives to other men and subtly imply that 
their own work is the pure worship of God while commun- 
ions that put great stress on preaching can be only delight- 
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ing in the refined entertainment value of men with oratori- 
cal gifts. 

It borders on the blasphemous so to describe “ the mani- 
festation of the Incarnate Word, from the written Word, 
by the spoken word.” Surely — if one put it no higher than 
this — it cannot be more worshipful to offer one’s petitions 
to God than to hear his Word proclaimed. Our wishes can- 
not be more devout than his will. Nor does it seem possible 
that anything could more move a sluggish soul to adora- 
tion than the presentation of God’s timeless truth and the 
forceful reminder of his manifold mercies. The most sol- 
emn symbols of the faith — if only because of their famil- 
iarity and because they are material signs — are limited in 
their ability to convey the grace and truth of God. 

If a man entertains a low view of preaching himself, let 
him, at least, be careful not to ascribe it to others. Let him 
differ from his fellow Christians if he must, but let him see 
what they are seeking and judge them at their best. He 
may note their failures to reach their own ideal (of which 
many of them are keenly aware themselves! ), but he must 
not mistake their aim or caricature their purpose. Not by 
accident, nor yet by the thrustful egotism of men, was the 
pulpit given the central place in the Reformed Churches. It 
is there of design and devotion. It is there by the logic of 
things. It is there as “ the throne of the Word of God.” 

Nothing would do more to recover a sense of the great- 
ness of preaching than truly to recognize what preaching 
really is and to see it integrated with worship itself. It 
will make a preacher say, “It is high; I cannot attain unto 
it,” but his conscious incapacity will bring him where God 
wants him to be, for when he is weak then is he strong. 


We have seen, so far, that preaching suffers depreciation 
when it is forced into a false antithesis with pastoral work 
and with the conduct of worship, but we have said that 
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it suffers also when related occupations rob it of its due 
priority in the ministerial life. 

What are these “related occupations ”? 

Academic research is one. The preacher must be, to the 
extent of his abilities and opportunities, a scholar, but it 
is easily possible with men of academic tastes for research 
to cease to be the servant of the pulpit and become its 
rival. Absorbed in some byway of history or literature, a 
man can forget that the purpose of study in the life of the 
preacher is to make him better able to expound the Word 
of God and that, no matter how simple he may judge his 
congregation to be, the adequate service of his people will 
take all the time he has. 

It is always dangerous for a man to despise — however 
secretly — the intelligence of those to whom he ministers. 
For one thing, he cannot keep it secret. In subtle ways he 
betrays himself, and if the people are not resentful, they 
are hurt. The simplest people can take the best we have 
to give. It just requires not less but more time to get it 
ready: to make it plain, vivid, understandable. Their grati- 
tude to one who will take that trouble is beautiful indeed. 

If anyone doubts the danger to ministers of becoming 
preoccupied with academic research, let him note the sub- 
jects on which some men ordained to preach the Word of 
God spend years of study in the preparation of a thesis for 
a higher university degree. With the best will in the world, 
it is hard to believe, on looking at some of the subjects, 
that, in being separated to holy things, they were sep- 
arated to do that. 

The work of the psychological clinic becomes a rival to 
the pulpit in the minds of other men. Admiring and half 
envying the skill a psychologist may possess to put his 
finger on the hidden need in someone’s tangled life, and 
sensing the relationship that this has with ministerial work, 
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they take it up and find that it absorbs more time than they 
thought. 

Not content to confine themselves to “ counseling,” and 
being unwilling to direct people whose need they suspect 
to a professional psychologist who is a Christian too, they 
attempt the hard task of practicing two professions. 

Both suffer! — though it is the harm to their pulpit work 
that concerns us most here. That one or two ministers have 
had conspicuous success in both offices should not betray 
their smaller imitators into anticipating a similar result. 

Undoubtedly the offices of pastor and Christian psychol- 
ogist are sister callings. A minister is often, by the very 
nature of his work, the first to sense people’s need of pro- 
fessional counsel. If he is a good enough psychologist him- 
self to divine the areas of their trouble, let him use his 
knowledge to direct them where those needs can be met, 
but let him beware of setting up as a psychoanalyst him- 
self. It is a time-devouring occupation and still leaves the 
harder task of psychosynthesis to be done. He has been 
ordained to preach the Word, minister the sacraments, 
shepherd the flock. If he is really doing it well, it will take 
all his time. 

Youth clubs, church “institutes,” community centers, 
and marriage guidance clinics filch the time of other good 
men from pulpit preparation. As good a case can be made 
out for these as for the other related occupations that el- 
bow the proclamation of the Word of God from the fore- 
front of a man’s mind. In some areas men feel that it is the 
only way to make contact with the neighborhood. “Sun- 
day is not the chief day in our week,” they say, and the 
dwindling handful that gathers for worship confirms this. 
A man’s strength may go, therefore, into club activities, 
socials, dances, dramatics, pie suppers, operettas, but it 
works round in a vicious circle. He exhausts himself in 
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these activities (and sometimes ruefully admits that he can 
find no real “tie-up” between them and the Church of 
God! ), comes to his preaching ill-prepared and physically 
below par, and the loyal handful, finding no nourishment 
in what he brings on Sunday, grows sadly smaller still. 

Some men seem to know how to relate these social ac- 
tivities to spiritual things. I suspect that they do so by 
keeping them firmly in their subordinate place. I believe 
that they fence off in every week solid hours for pulpit 
preparation, and that their people know — be they few or 
not so few — that whenever they come to worship they 
will come to food. 

It is no narrow view of the ministerial office that is being 
expounded here. Here is no covert plea that a man do 
nothing but preach. But it is a protest against the view 
which seems to be gaining ground, that a minister is a man 
who does everything except preach. And by “ preach” I do 
not mean fill fifteen or twenty minutes in public worship 
with certain thoughts that have come to him in a bus 
queue, but rather the utterance of a man who knows him- © 
self called of God to proclaim His Word; who, with re- 
ligious firmness, gives the best hours of every week to 
prayerful work upon the Scriptures; and who mounts his 
pulpit steps on Sunday knowing that he has a message 
from the Lord. Because — let there be no doubt about it 
— this was, is, and ever will be God’s chief way of announc- 
ing his will to the world. 

Some people have expressed the opinion that preaching 
has no natural supremacy in God’s intention, but appears 
to possess it only because, in the first century, it was the 
one means possible of publishing a message abroad. Print- 
ing was not yet invented. Radio and the cinema were not 
even thought of. The only way, therefore, that a message 
could be given was by men going from place to place and 
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speaking of it (though «hpvyya cannot be confined, of 
course, to public speech ). Hence the oral gospel preceded 
the written gospel. The whole progress of the cause of God 
depended upon it then. When Paul said, “ How shall they 
hear without a preacher? ” it was a rhetorical question. It 
expected no answer. In the first century men could hear in 
no other way. 

“They could now! ” say some. “ There are better ways 
of publicizing the faith than by preaching. Books and 
newspapers go into families the members of which never 
go to church. Broadcast religion reaches an audience im- 
measurably wider than the unaided human voice. Chris- 
tianity could be presented in moving pictures and move 
an audience more mightily than the most eloquent speaker. 
Isn't it a little archaic to suppose that preaching must ever 
be (after the witness of a holy life) the chief way of 
spreading the faith?” 

It is not archaic. Radio religion is still a man preaching, 
his audience vastly increased, it is true, and his personality 
necessarily muffled to some extent by the very device that 
splashes his words across a continent. That books and the 
cinema have been an aid to religion — and could be greater 
aids — none can doubt, but can either of them, or both to- 
gether, be a substitute for a Spirit-filled man looking men 
in the face and speaking the Word of God to their con- 
sciences and hearts? 

The very logic of the communication proves it. A per- 
sonal God, seeking the love and fellowship of persons, 
seeks best by a person speaking direct to persons. The 
message is mediated, it is true, but nearer one could not 
get to immediate communion, short of intimate commun- 
ion with God in one’s heart. Read a speech of the most 
moving orator, and how poor it is in comparison with the 
same words heard as they fell from his lips! One gets his 
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meaning, but not him. Only half of him comes over the 
air when he broadcasts; less than half through the screen. 

The work of the preacher, as he expounds the written 
Word to his congregation, must ever be the supreme 
method of God’s communication with men. Other means 
may aid this method, but nothing can supplant it. If our 
lot is cast in an age with little more than amused contempt 
for preaching, that in no way affects its importance or its 
pre-eminence in the purpose of God. Christ came preach- 
ing. From the Day of Pentecost, the apostles spent them- 
selves in preaching. Great movements in the Church have 
normally been initiated and developed by preaching. Re- 
vival has invariably come by preaching. By preaching, it 
may confidently be anticipated, it will come again. 

Let us not confuse the difficulties of it, or men’s ap- 
parent lack of taste for the work even when it is done, 
with its importance. To fly from the preacher's task be- 
cause it is hard or unappreciated is, for any man who has 
received Christ’s commission or to whom He proffers it, 
something near to apostasy. For every reason that can 
appeal to the mind and heart of a consecrated man, the 
call to preach, if it has come to him, must be answered 
with all that he has. If, having answered the call long ago, 
he finds his zeal abating with the years, let him examine his 
heart to learn how this loss of faith came about. 

The reasons are often quite personal. Some men have 
half-unconsciously lost faith in the message itself and in 
its ability to meet the need of the world in any wide way. 
What relevance has evangelism, they ask, in an age that 
toys with atomic bombs? Having lost faith in the message, 
how can they have passion in its proclamation? Other men 
have grown weary of offering what so few seem to want. 
They have said that Christ is utterly necessary to the full 
life, but the multitude pass unheeding by and get on ap- 
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mye quite happily without him, Only those who have 
the experience know how depressing it can be to pour 
out one’s soul to a small company of people which never 
seems to grow, and never seems much affected by what is 
said. If a man in those circumstances does not guard with 
jealous care his periods of daily devotion, his work becomes 
a dull routine. Nothing ever happens, and — worse still — 
he no longer thinks it will. 

Because the company that comes to hear the gospel is 
small, and either has embraced the Truth or never will 
embrace it, a minister may begin to make scanty prepara- 
tion. A few unrelated thoughts are offered in place of a 
sermon, He repeats himself, and not in the fresh way the 
gospel must ever be repeated, but boringly. Inevitably, 
the few get even fewer. | 

Still other men have convinced themselves that able 
preaching all depends on the possession of certain special 
gifts which, with modesty, they confess they do not possess 
themselves. The absence of those gifts does not move them 
(as their congregation might suppose) to harder work that 
the deficiency might be made up, but serves as an excuse 
for wearying the people without any pangs of conscience. 
Clearly, the blame is God’s because he was grudging with 
the gifts! 

It cannot be denied, of course, that there are special apti- 
tudes for the task, though the God who called can be 
trusted to equip. If the man of modest gifts places his five 
barley loaves and two small fish on the altar, who dares to 
deny that, even with them, God may feed a multitude? 

The quite personal reasons that lead preachers them- 
selves to lose faith in preaching do not end even here. Some 
men with a love of their calling belong to an itinerant min- 
istry, and Jose heart because of the lack of “ concentration ” 
in preaching. The power of preaching, they believe, de- 
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pends in part on its consecutiveness — the same man speak- 
ing to the same congregation week after week. A minis- 
terial situation that keeps them constantly “on the wing ” 
inwardly frets some of the most earnest men, and they fail 
of their best because — mistakenly — they feel that the cir- 
cumstances do not call for it. Lay preachers, whose work 
normally provides no “ concentration” at all, sometimes 
feel the same frustration. 

Let any young preacher troubled by thoughts of this 
character remember that a lack of full concentration in 
his early years may be a blessing. Fewer sermons should 
mean better sermons. Better sermons will mean, in due 
course, all the concentration he desires. 


Called to preach! That is the basic thing at the last. Let 
a man be sure of that, and keep his certitude by obedience, 
and he will have the answer to all the doubts that dog the 
steps of a preacher regarding his vocation. 

Commissioned of God to teach the Word! A herald of 
the great King! A witness of the eternal gospel! Could any 
work be more high and holy? To this supreme task God 
sent his only begotten Son. In all the frustration and con- 
fusion of the times, is it possible to imagine a work com- 
parable in importance with that of proclaiming the will of 
God to wayward men? 

Only a divine commission can justify it. Lacking that, 
it is a gross impertinence. No humble man would take 
upon himself the task of talking to others in a public place 
about the most intimate things of the soul. 

Perhaps that is why a normal man resents the mention 
of religion by a stranger and regards as impudent any in- 
quiry on an unexpected occasion concerning his relation- 
ships with God. “ Who gave you the right,” he seems to 
say, “ to put that question to me? ” 
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Searching preaching is either divinely inspired or in- 
tolerably insolent. What but a warrant from God could 
justify one mortal in provoking, probing, piercing the 
consciences of others . . . and in public, too! (No man 
worthy of respect ever preaches accusingly at one selected 
person in his congregation. When he knows in his soul 
that he must utter a word of rebuke to an individual, he 
does so to him alone. ) 

Yet there is a terrible personalness about general preach- 
ing at times. Uttered in honesty to all, it has power to 
break congregations into units and leave each one aware 
(like John Henry Newman) “of two and two only abso- 
lute and luminously self-evident beings ”: himself and his 
Creator. 

No other form of human address is like this. It is, in- 
deed, one way in which the Word of God authenticates 
itself. That is why the preacher may boldly say at times: 
“If this word of mine is not confirmed in your consciences 
by the Spirit of God, and nothing inside you says, “This 
is true, disregard it.” Who with a shred of modesty in his 
soul and smartingly aware that he is a sinner himself 
would charge, challenge, and affront his fellows in that 
way? Only a man who knows himself divinely appointed 
so to do! 

The divine origin of the message is not proved only by 
the vulnerability of conscience to it. It is proved also by 
the things that preaching does. 

Nothing is more foolish in connection with this subject 
than the supposition that preaching does not do anything. 
Preaching is a constant agent of the divine power by 
which the greatest miracle God ever works is wrought and 
wrought again. God uses it to change lives. It is hard for 
any mortal to tell, either of himself or of others, what 
forces have worked upon him to issue in some dramatic 
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small part of the cause, was one sermon. It would be 
wearisome to set out the names even of the most notable 
of those who have conspicuously served God and who 
traced the real beginnings of their life of surrender and 
service to meeting him while a man preached. Looked at 
in one way, a sermon is a most impermanent thing. Hours 
of deep brooding, honest study, and not a little prayer 

. and it is gone with the wind. Looked at in another 
way, it partakes of eternity. Quite literally, the force of 
some sermons will never end. 

When Wilfred Grenfell went to hear the Studd brothers 
preach, his mind was already half inclined to abandon the 
Christian faith altogether. He heard, and thereupon de- 
termined “to make religion a real effort to do as I thought 
Christ would do in my place.” * All Labrador was blessed 
by that sermon. Grenfell’s example has inspired millions. 
In ever-widening circles, the influence of that inspiriting 
word goes on and on. 

The power of preaching is not, however, confined to 
occasions when a life is dramatically changed. More often 
it concerns itself with teaching and feeding the faithful; 
or giving comfort to those wounded in the battle, or cour- 
age to those wanting to quit the field, or strength to those 
hard pressed by temptation. 

What an unspeakable privilege to be allowed and 
equipped by God to do such lovely work! When one thinks 
of the awful wounds life administers at times — the sudden 
bereavements and betrayals, the secret anxieties and the 
gnawing inner griefs — to be able to speak a sure word of 
God to suffering souls is an honor of which no man is truly 
worthy. 


1 A Labrador Doctor, the Autobiography of Sir Wilfred T. Gren- 
fell, p. 831. Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd. 
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But does it not call for all a man has of heart and mind 
and will? Daunting as the task is, is it not plain that a man, 
being called and knowing God is faithful, is summoned to 
whole-souled consecration? Shoddy work in any calling is 
unworthy, but in this calling it would be blasphemous too. 

No related occupation can squeeze this task from its 
central place. No personal fad, or mood of self-pity, should 
blind a man to the greatness of his work. 

If he comes to it aware of his awful privilege and open 
to the endowments which God gives to those he calls, his 
church may not fill, but his people will be blessed. “ Always 
we get bread,” they will say: “morning and evening, in 
May and November, if he expects a crowd or only a 
handful — always the same thorough preparation, always 
bread!” 

Such a man will not lack hearers. The rumor of his faith- 
fulness and God's power will go abroad, and the hungry 
sheep will gather and be fed. 

Because — despite all the evidence to the contrary — 
people both need and want the Word of God. 

Who can doubt it? 

A dependable word about heaven in the atomic agel 
Peace of heart in a world filled with the threat of war! 
Love for hate, joy for tears, power for impotence! 

Nobody but the preacher (and a few philosophers 
maybe) even pretend to answer the questions that men 
in their moments of starkest honesty most desire to have 
met: Who am I? Why am I here? What is the meaning 
of life? Is there life after death? What is the truth of the 
world? Is there a God? Can I be sure? 

Oddly enough, despite .their superficial resentment of 
any mention of their sins (and their denial at times that 
they have any! ), men do not seriously respect a preacher 
who does not cut into their consciences and make them 
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know that in a sermon they are meeting God and not just 
hearing another mortal pour out his unimportant thoughts. 
They cannot always put the difference they feel into words. 
“He does not get beneath my skin,” they say — and leave 
it there. Discussion as to whether we want less or more 
preaching is sterile. Better preaching is our need. 

It is estimated in round figures that fifty thousand ser- 
mons are preached in England and Wales every Sunday, 
and five to six times that number in the United States of 
America. In an age when it is freely said that religion is 
decaying in the Western world those figures should be 
given their full force. What other subject could sustain 
such constant exposition and discussion, or continue to 
receive a hearing, or prove — when preaching is at its best 
—so simultaneously stimulating and inexhaustible? Such 
concentration on politics would make politics completely 
repugnant. Such emphasis on physical health would make 
people literally ill. 

Only the Word of God can abide such mining, for only 
the Word of God has such ore to yield. 

It would be foolish — and worse — to suppose that be- 
cause this work is divine in its origin there is no technique 
to study and no craft to learn. The history of preaching 
records no sadder story than that of those misguided 
zealots who have brought no consecration of mind to the 
preaching of the Word and have just “opened their 
mouth ” in public in expectation that the Spirit would do 
the rest. The Spirit spurns their superstitious sloth. 

For every reason that can appeal to faithful and rational 
men this task demands that we be master craftsmen. 

To the study of the craft of sermon construction, there- 
fore, let us now turn. 


II 


Sermons Classified According to Subject 
Matter 


WE CONCLUDED the previous chapter by admitting that 
some preachers feel no need at all of help in the craft of 
sermon-making. “The apostles received no such instruc- 
tion,” they say. “ They depended entirely upon the Holy 
Spirit. So do wel” If some public success has attended 
their early and uninstructed efforts, they are confirmed in 
their independence of human help. They may even flatter 
themselves that they do better than the people who have 
had expert direction. 

This book is not for them. If their speaking is largely 
limited to personal testimony, and has never been put to 
the stern test of talking twice a Sunday to the same people 
for ten years, they can go on and do, perhaps, a useful 
work in their simple way. 

But it is foolish and, indeed, blasphemous of them to 
suggest that the Holy Spirit objects to hard work. The 
contrary is the case. The divine Paraclete delights in bless- 
ing those who prove their consecration by their own in- 
cessant toil. “ The plus of the Spirit” is given to him of 
whom it can be said, “He has done what he could.” 

The craft of sermon construction is, in some ways, like 
the study of logic. One learns no new fact. The gains ap- 
pear in a sounder judgment and a profoundly different 
approach to the work. 
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No well-trained speaker, on the eve of making a speech, 
assembles in his mind all that he knows of logic and, with 
a constant reference to the rules of argument, begins to 
set his thoughts down. 

Not a bit of it! The logical discipline has gone into him 
somewhere. In making his speech, he is concerned only 
with the lucid expression of what is in his mind, and how 
(if the speech is propagandist) he can persuade others to 
share his view. For the most part, his logical discipline 
works unconsciously. When he reads his speech over be- 
fore its delivery, some subtle fallacy may leap to his eye 
and he will see more swiftly than other men the weak links 
in the argument, but, for the most part, the gains of his 
iron mental discipline are not easily tabulated. 

But they are there! The order, progression, and struc- 
tural soundness of what the speaker has to say are all in 
debt to a study that taught him no new fact, and the tech- 
nical terms of which he often forgets himself, but a study 
that has made him an undisputed member of the rare 
order of thinkers. 

So with preachers who study the craft of sermon con- 
struction. They will never begin the preparation of a ser- 
mon by assembling all that they know of the theory of 
homiletics, and start by pouring their teeming thoughts 
into this mold or that. The study will sink into them and 
at times (even to themselves) be lost to view. 

But all their work will bear the fine impress of that 
discipline (if, indeed, it has been honestly borne), anc 
just as there is weight and power, even to unculturec 
minds, in a fine argument logically sound, so to a congre. 
gation composed even of the tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor 
there is an awareness of being in the hands of a maste 
craftsman when the Word of God is expounded by one 
who understands his task. He, of all men, knows the ele 
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ment of falsity in the common phrase that “ preaching 
can't be taught.” 

The theory of this thing matters even though it is not 
taught to be remembered. When it has become a sub- 
conscious habit, it can be forgotten. He can conceive and 
gestate and deliver his sermon without any conscious refer- 
ence to the theory of homiletics at all. But, as a craftsman, 
he will be forever better for the serious apprenticeship 
that he has served. 


A sermon has been variously defined, and the definition 
that we have adopted here is Bernard Manning’s: “A 
manifestation of the Incarnate Word, from the written 
Word, by the spoken word.” It will seem a less accurate 
definition of some forms of preaching than of others, but 
it keeps the emphasis in the right place. It draws with 
firmness the distinction between preaching and all other 
forms of public address. A sermon is not a lecture, because 
its aim is not simply to inform. It is not a platform speech, 
because it is not the delivery of one man’s thoughts to 
others. It is nearer the work of a herald, yet with this im- 
portant difference: a herald today is merely a mouthpiece, 
and a preacher when he preaches must give himself. 

Sermons can be classified in various ways. They can be 
classified by: 

1. Their subject matter — the actual content of the sermon. 

2. Their central structure — the sheer architecture of their 
building. 

3, The psychological method employed in their presenta- 
tion — the way of “ putting it over.” 


The first classification concerns us now, and the other 
two will occupy us in subsequent chapters. 
The classification of sermons according to their subject 
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matter has often been undertaken by writers on homiletics, 
and there is a grouping now that can almost be called 
“ classical.” 

It runs (with some variations) like this: 


I. Biblical Interpretation. 

II. Ethical and Devotional. 

III. Doctrinal. 

IV. Philosophic and Apologetic. 
V. Social. 

VI. Evangelistic. 


This classification is not so sharp that one type cannot 
merge into others. Indeed, as I have stated, some able 
teachers of homiletics scorn the classification entirely. No 
sermon is a Christian sermon at all, they say, that is not 
based on the Bible; ethical, therefore, in its nature, and 
evangelistic in its appeal. They continue to doubt whether 
this kind of classification helps us at all. 

I think it does! 

It is true that most good sermons, on being expertly ex- 
amined, will be found to include elements of three or even 
four of these types, but it is true, nonetheless, that they are 
likely to belong to one group in the main. In any case, the 
types are clearly distinguishable in thought. A character- 
istic example of one kind would not be confused with a 
characteristic example of another. Each is a true type of 
preaching. They overlap. Happily, no type has edges so 
clean-cut that it refuses relations with the others. When 
we come to define what we mean by each in turn, it will 
be found, I believe, that every legitimate kind of preach- 
ing has been covered here. 

Yet before we turn to closer definition a final objection 
must be met. Some preachers are so enamored of one kind 
of preaching, and so equipped by study and temperament 
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to employ it, that they tend to deny the legitimacy of all 
others. “ No preaching is preaching that is not plain Bibli- 
cal interpretation,” say some. “ The only preaching worth 
the name,” say others, “is evangelistic.” “Stick to doc- 
trine,” says a third group. “ Our great need is not exhorta- 
tion but teaching.” 

Nor do the partisans end even here. Still others say, 
“We live in an age of overwhelming social concerns: so- 
cial preaching is the clamant need of the hour.” 

And —as is so often true when men argue — they are all 
right in their affirmations and wrong only in their denials. 
We say again that each of the groups we have distin- 
guished is a true type of preaching. A man may be much 
more seized by the importance of one type than of another 
and strongly feel that he has a special call to work that 
way. 

Lot him so work! — but let him beware of two things: 
first, of excommunicating those who work as devoutly in 
another segment of the field, and, secondly, of wearying 
his congregation by an unvarying approach to that many- 
faceted thing that we call truth. 

Biblical interpretation apart, each of these types of 
preaching could become sadly monotonous if it were the 
only kind a patient congregation ever heard. 

Nor would the monotony be the chief peril. Preoccupa- 
tion with any one of these sermon types (Biblical interpre- 
tation again excepted ) means that many important aspects 
of truth are being disregarded. That does matter! The diet 
would not be balanced, and any dietitian knows, in these 
days when vitamins are so closely studied, that an unbal- 
anced diet imperils health. 

Let us turn, then, to a closer scrutiny of each of these 
types of preaching that we have distinguished. The classi- 
fication of sermons according to subject matter has not 
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been (in our view) superseded. It has theoretical value 
still. For the purposes of clear thought, the classification 
makes necessary distinctions. While it is true that “ topi- 
cal preaching ” and “ life-situation preaching ” (at both of 
which we must look later) are more popular definitions of 
sermon craft, and cut clean across the older classification, 
they have not really superseded the distinctions that the 
centuries have found of use. 
We begin, as we must, with the Bible. 


I. BrsuicaAL INTERPRETATION 


Our definition of a sermon stated that it was “a mani- 
festation of the Incarnate Word, from the written Word, 
by the spoken word.” 

“From the written Word ”! It is all based on the Bible. 
Whether it is true to say that the Bible is the Word of God, 
or whether, as some believe, it is only accurate to say that 
the Bible contains the Word of God, we will not pause 
now to discuss. It is common ground with all Christians 
that the Bible is the supreme “source book” of our faith, 
and that in all the literature of the world it is not first in a 
category, but occupies a category alone. In the exact sense 
of that much misused word, it is unique. It holds the au- 
thoritative record of our religion. It tells, as no other book 
does (not even the holy books of other faiths), the story 
of God’s dealing with man, and man’s experience of God. 
It contains not only the story of God’s unfolding of him- 
self in the centuries before Christ, but the only authentic 
record of the life of Christ. 

There are legitimate forms of Christian preaching (so 
we have argued) that are not direct expositions of the 
Bible, but no preaching that is out of harmony with the 
Bible, and no preaching that cannot honestly be related to 
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the Bible, can establish its claim to be Christian preaching 
at all. | 

If, of the various types of preaching that we have classi- 
fied, the preacher were compelled to confine himself to 
one, it would be this. No classification of preaching comes 
nearer to universality. By preaching through the Bible, 
and applying it to modern life, the preacher could cover 
(either directly or by implication) nearly every human 
need. 

Recent scholarship has deeply affected modern views of 
the Bible. It is almost certain that we understand the 
Scriptures in some ways better than they were ever under- 
stood before, for researches into the original tongues, the 
analysis of the various books, and the knowledge of na- 
tions contemporaneous with the Hebrews have shed floods 
of light on much that was previously obscure in the Book 
of God. 

But the Bible does not reveal its deepest message to the 
secular littérateur, nor even to the student of Greek minu- 
tiae as such, and still less to those who come to it with 
theories they want to prove. It gives its treasure to those 
who have spiritual insight, and it is the simple truth to say 
that some with the widest knowledge of Greek particles 
and of the contemporary literary background lack that 
spiritual insight, and that some possess the insight who 
know nothing of J, E, P, and D, and would not understand 
what a man meant if he raised a question concerning the 
Synoptic problem. 

How to retain what is truly valuable in the gains of re- 
cent scholarship and yet to recover the awesome rever- 
ence for the Bible that our fathers possessed is one of the 
great problems facing the modern preacher. 

But this is sure, whenever preaching is devout Biblical 
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interpretation: It gives authority to the spoken word. 
Never is the preacher more a herald than when he is down 
hard upon the Book; never is it plainer that the word which 
he speaks is not his own but Another's. 

Moreover, Biblical interpretation provides endless mate- 
rial for the preacher. Some men, whose range in preaching 
does not include Biblical interpretation, “run out of gos- 
pel.” They exhaust the topics on which they have anything 
to say. They waste precious hours every week finding a 
theme. The Bible preacher, on the other hand, is embar- 
rassed by his riches. His subjects form a queue demanding 
to be heard. 

The Biblical interpreter gains here also. He is kept on 
guard against his own bias. Most preachers have a few 
favorite themes and a few pet aversions. Half unaware of 
it themselves, they stress their own interests to the point of 
being wearisome. A man preaching regularly on the Bible 
(and not simply from it) has an extra safeguard against the 
pull of personal interest. His themes are as fresh as the 
Bible is fresh, and the Bible is new every morning. 

Furthermore, systematic Bible preaching has this pre- 
cious by-product: it encourages the people who hear it to 
read the Bible for themselves. The preacher's own unflag- 
ging interest in the Book incites an interest in others. What 
the minister finds so fascinating, the people rightly suppose 
will have its fascination for themselves. They turn to it, 
therefore, and feed on what they find. 

Nor do the gains end even here. There are difficult 
themes which demand attention in the pulpit, but which 
any man, personally acquainted with the people in the 
pews, might be tempted to neglect: e.g., divorce, the best 
use of Sunday, temperance, dubious pleasures, the judg- 
ments and punishments of God. 

A Bible preacher cannot dodge the difficult. As he works 
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through a Gospel or Epistle, he comes to the “hard say- 
ings.” They must be faced. 

If the progression of his Bible exposition had not brought 
him to them, and he had selected a subject seemingly at 
random and in the disconnected way that topical preaching 
invites, he might be suspected of pointing his dart specifi- 
cally at someone in the pew known to be needing a par- 
ticular message and to whom it is painfully applicable. 

Consecutive Bible interpretation secures him from that 
suspicion. It makes the awkward theme natural, and en- 
ables him to cover aspects of truth from which, by inclina- 
tion, he would shrink. 

Putting all these gains together, therefore, the primacy 
of Biblical interpretation in preaching is fully made out, 
and some might wonder why any other classification of 
sermons (so far as subject matter is concerned) is really 
called for. 

These reasons call for them: 

People do not believe in the Bible as once they did. I 
am not now thinking of the different attitudes toward 
Biblical criticism within the Church of God, but the atti- 
tude toward the Bible of people outside the Church. Time 
was when a man who utterly ignored the Church had still 
an inherited reverence for the Bible as the Word of God, 
and could be challenged with effectiveness on its authority. 
That day has largely gone. Masses of people now believe 
that the Bible is a bundle of “ outworn Jewish rags.” Some 
think that it was all an invention of priests to keep the poor 
in their places. The apposite citation of a Scripture text in 
argument today may create more amusement than con- 
viction. i 

Nor does the Bible ever set out in an overt way to 
“ prove ” itself. It is true that it proves itself in subtle ways 
to any man’s conscience who will open himself to its 


38 The Craft of Sermon Construction 


influence. But it is never self-conscious about it: never 
marshals a set of arguments to put it beyond doubt that 
it is, indeed, the Word of God. 

The Bible never seeks to prove the existence of God, or 
the efficacy of prayer, or man’s moral freedom, or his sur- 
vival of death. 

It assumes all these basic facts of the religious life — but, 
frankly, the modern preacher cannot assume them, cer- 
tainly not with a congregation that includes unbelievers. 
Hence the need for preaching that we have classified as 
philosophic and apologetic — preaching that begins earlier, 
in a sense, than the Bible itself begins. 

Nor does the Bible deal in any direct way with many 
ethical and social problems that press upon a man of sensi- 
tive conscience today. Does the New Testament teach us 
with unmistakable plainness how a modern State, nomi- 
nally Christian, should deal with a powerful neighbor 
aggressively atheistic and undisguisedly militant? The Old 
Testament, in certain parts, might seem to give authority 
for slaughtering them. But the New? 

Does the Bible put beyond all question a Christian’s 
attitude to birth control, capital punishment, palaces for 
bishops, nationalization of the mines, eugenics, total ab- 
stinence from alcoholic drink, social credit, emigration 
quotas, interest on loans, and tariff barriers? A hundred 
other similarly urgent problems could as easily be set 
down. 

If it is answered that all these problems are dealt with 
in principle in the Bible, the principle must be at least a 
little obscure if only because Christians themselves (who 
all acknowledge the authority of the Book) continue to 
argue about them. 

If, on the other hand, it is considered unreasonable to 
expect a plain answer from the Book to the pressing prob- 
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lems of every succeeding generation, no more need be said. 

It is our concern at the moment only to establish this: 
that while Biblical interpretation must ever be the first 
category in our classification of sermons arranged accord- 
ing to subject matter, it is not, as some contend, the only 
category. The sweep of Christian preaching will never 
carry us beyond the sphere of Bible interest, but it will 
carry us beyond immediate Bible exposition. The primary 
place in preaching, of course, will always be given to work 
on the Book. A link with the Bible will normally be found 
even in a chain that seems to lead us away from it. But the 
man who says that no preaching is Christian preaching 
that is not direct Bible interpretation has overstated his 
case. 

It will comfort us in telling him so to remember that 
Jesus was no Bible preacher in his sense of the word. He 
expounded the Scriptures on occasion (Luke 24: 25-27) 
and made passing reference to Old Testament history. He 
mentioned Moses and the serpent, David eating the shew- 
bread, Solomon “in all his glory,” but the long exposition 
of ancient authorities he left to the scribes. He had all the 
glorious stories of the Old Testament to call upon, but he 
borrowed his pictures from the events of daily life: a man 
sowing a plowed field; a woman sewing a worn garment; a 
queue of men waiting for a job; a wayside holdup; chil- 
dren playing in the market place. 


Il. Ermicat AND DEVOTIONAL 


Preaching on plain ethics has often been under sus- 
picion in evangelical circles. The depreciation appeared to 
derive from the fact that, “it was not the gospel.” It was 
disapproved with a slight pursing of the lips and a dis- 
paraging reference to “mere morality.” It was supposed 
that a man whose main staple in preaching was a moral 
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discourse was disloyal in some subtle way to the atone- 
ment or the doctrines of grace. 

We need not brush this contemptuously aside without 
a thought on how good men ever came to believe such non- 
sense. No doubt morals have been preached at times di- 
vorced from the gospel and quite neglectful of the word 
“how.” High ethical standards have been reared in the 
face of defeated men, and no way to the heights has been 
shown them but toilsome and unaided self-effort. The out- 
come of such preaching could hardly fail to be depression 
and further defeat. - 

Yet the other extreme in preaching is worse and not 
better. To neglect ethical values and offer instead windy 
exhortations about “the blood” is not highly devout (as 
some misguided preachers suppose) but profane and dis- 
honoring to the central sanctities of our faith. In this con- 
nection the words of John Wesley, a prince among gospel 
preachers, might be recalled yet again. He said: “I find 
more profit in sermons on either good tempers or good 
works than in what are vulgarly called gospel sermons. 
That term has now become a mere cant word: I wish none 
of our society would use it. It has no determinate meaning. 
Let but a pert, self-sufficient animal, that has neither sense 
nor grace, bawl out something about Christ, or his blood, 
or justification by faith, and his hearers cry out, ‘What a 
fine gospel sermon 7!” * 

The doctrinal standards of the Methodist Church are 
fixed in part by the Standard Sermons of John Wesley. 
Anyone examining those forty-four sermors will be sur- 
prised to discover that less than half of them are strictly 
doctrinal at all, and that a large number must be classified 
as ethical. 

But no one could intelligently dismiss them as “mere 


2 Works, Vol. XIII, p. 86. Edition of 1872. 
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morality.” With Wesley, as with all preachers of the first 
order, faith and works do not fall apart. They preach on 
faith, and it is not the flatulent repetition of theological 
phrases; they preach on works, and a man is not left strug- 
gling alone. 

Ethical preaching is utterly necessary. The gospel au- 
thenticates itself at the last in changed lives. The Christian 
is different in business: his word is his bond. If he wanders 
from justice, it is only into generosity, never into meanness. 
He is known as Christ’s, not because he says so, but by the 
way he lives. 

Nothing has cast a deeper shadow on religion than the 
loud-mouthed protestations of devotion to God from peo- 
ple who were known to be risky to trade with, or shabby 
in private life. When they attempt to silence the preacher's 
ethical challenge by complaining that he does not preach 
the “ gospel,” they have got about as low as they can. 

Most people have heard by now of the faithful Negro 
preacher who dealt plainly with his people about the prev- 
alent sin of chicken-stealing, and other moral weaknesses 
not uncommon among them. He admitted himself that 
whenever he preached an ethical sermon “a kind of cold- 
ness came over the meeting,” and the unacceptable charac- 
ter of his preaching was borne in upon him when the chief 
lay official of his church told him plainly: “ Dis congrega- 
tion does not like sermons on chicken-stealing, and hopes 
dat for de future you will keep to de gospel.” 

It is a dreadful thing when the “ gospel” is misused to 
hide people from themselves, and the need for ethical ser- 
mons is by no means confined to the members of one race 
or of one class. : 

To ethical sermons, which build up Christian character 
and aim to depict and destroy our besetting sins, we have 
linked in this classification sermons of comfort and sheer 
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encouragement, and devotional sermons too. 

These devotional sermons are the sermons that carry 
us farther on the same road. They deal with sanctification. 
They are calculated most especially for the help of those 
who are “all out” for the holy life. They are addressed in 
particular to those who have heard Jesus say, “If thou 
wouldest be perfect .. .” 

The experience of the saints supplies the preacher with 
material here — this and his own divinely aided efforts to- 
ward a holy life. Whatever he has learned from life or 
from others on how to subdue the flesh, how to quicken 
the desire to pray, how to deal with oneself in “dry pe- 
riods,” how to “ will one will” with Christ, how to forgive 
serious injuries, how to live in the world yet detached from 
the world, how to receive the holy sacrament, how really 
to worship God — all these and a hundred other aspirations 
of the holy life mark out the wide field in which the 
preacher moves when devotional sermons are most on his 
mind. 

For the people at the spiritual heart of the Church there 
are no sermons more eagerly sought or more truly appre- 
ciated. 

Seldom does an honest preacher preach more to himself. 
He too would be perfect. God, in his grace, has imputed 
righteousness to him. God, in his grace, will impart it as 
well. 


III. DocrrinaL 


For some strange reason doctrinal preaching is always 
thought to be dull. If one calls it “ theological” preaching 
instead, the expectation is not altered. People seem to 
shrink from it, and fear that it will not be practical. It was 
a maxim of the pioneers of Protestant preaching that “ doc- 
trines must be preached practically and duties doctrinally.” 
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Their successors must have failed to observe the maxim 
or people would not dread doctrinal preaching as they do. 

Perhaps the name is a little forbidding and people might 
fear it less if it were made clear that it is simply a teaching 
sermon. The teaching of the Bible on every part of Chris- 
tian truth has been set out in order and should be easier 
to understand by its careful arrangement. 

Doctrinal preaching is not necessarily “ dry.” Some men, 
of course, could make any subject dry! Their capacity in 
dehydration is unlimited. But doctrine is not dry of itself. 
If people think it is, let this challenge a man skilled in the 
craft of sermon construction to prove to his congregation 
the complete opposite. Let him take the great doctrines 
of the faith, or aspects of those doctrines, one by one, and 
show his people their centrality, practicality, and sheer, ab- 
sorbing interest, until the people hurry to church with the 
hope in their heart that there will be yet another “teach- 
ing ” sermon this Sunday morning. It does not require any 
particular genius to do this. Talent, consecration, and ap- 
plication are enough. 

If, contrariwise, a man were to take the view that his 
people are already well instructed in doctrine, let him test 
his own confidence by asking a member of his congrega- 
tion to explain: “ How does the cross save? ”, or, “ Why do 
you believe in the personality of the Holy Spirit? ”, or, 
“How good can God make you?” 

When people talk nonsense about “not wanting theol- 
ogy,” or not even “needing” it in religion, they must, of 
course, be firmly corrected. In a Northern city where I 
once worked, the local Unitarian minister plastered the 
walls of the town with a bill saying that he offered “ re- 
ligion without dogma.” Standing beside one of his bills, I 
asked him next day if he believed in God. Friendly fellow 
though he was, he seemed to resent the question. “Of 
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course,” he said, “I believe in God. You might have known 
that I am positive on that.” 

“Take care,” I warned him, smiling. “It is dogma.” 

So it is!) He was not purveying religion without dogma. 
He meant “ not much of it,” and he meant “ mine.” 

But such muddled thinking is no better when we hear 
it in Trinitarian churches, as, for instance, when a church 
official says: “I don’t care for doctrinal preaching. “Our 
Father’ is good enough for me.” 

What an immense amount of doctrine is hidden in those 
two words: the existénce of God, his nature, his relations 
with men, and the relation of men with one another! When 
our hearers tell us that they hope we will not give them 
doctrine, we can but repeat the words of our Lord, “Ye 
know not what ye ask.” 

It is, however, one of the encouraging signs of the times 
that the keener-minded people in our Protestant churches 
are asking for more teaching. Neither vague exhortations 
to be good nor a running commentary on current affairs, 
nor even ethical appeals if they are unrelated to something 
larger, are satisfying them now in place of a sermon. They 
may not even know the word, but they are feeling the need 
of a metaphysic. What is the structure of the universe? To 
whom does the world belong? What purpose lies behind it? 
What are the Christian affirmations? To what positive 
teaching am I committed if, indeed, I have embraced this 
faith? 

Assailed on one side by a Communist who may be an 
atheist also, and, on the other side, by a Roman Catholic 
zealot, who certainly knows what he believes and has a 
pat answer to everything, many church-attending Protes- 
tants have felt the need for clear dogmatic teaching and 


are asking their preachers to give it them in a way they 
can understand. 
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We may be glad that it is so. For preacher and people 
alike, no mental discipline could be better, for soul as well 
as mind. Without this strong framework of positive teach- 
ing, and this firm foundation in dogma, we are, indeed, lost 
souls on this planet. Nothing else that we say has basis. Our 
evangelism, our ethics, our social gospel, our sermons on 
the deep devotional life, all hang in the air. 

Some preachers are only exhorters. It is an honorable 
office, recognized in the New Testament. Yet happy is that 
congregation whose preacher is a teacher as well. 


IV. PuartosopuHic AND APOLOGETIC 


We have already suggested that to help some people at 
the point of their need one must start earlier than the Bible 
starts. A moment's reflection will show that no irreverence 
lurks in that statement. 

Because the Bible everywhere assumes the existence of 
God and man’s moral accountability to him, the Bible is 
already ahead of many men who wallow in a morass of un- 
belief. They do not accept the Bible in any sense as the 
Word of God. Peremptorily to dismiss them because of 
that unbelief is not Christian. Christ was patient with hon- 
est doubt. To cite the Scriptures, therefore, in proof of a 
point, begs the whole question with them. If one is to 
speak to their condition, one must deal — without aid from 
the Bible —with primary questions like this: “Is God 
there? ” “ Does God care?” “ Can I know him?” “ Will he 
make me sure?” 

Anyone who has served on a religious brain trust, where 
the audience includes non-Christian people, will recall that 
the emphasis in the questions has a way of falling on these 
elemental problems. People do not ask if Paul wrote The 
Epistle to the Hebrews, or whether a Christian may buy 
ice cream on Sunday. They are down at the rudiments, and 
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some of them are desperate in their longing to know. 

The darkness of doubt, especially for those who have 
once believed, is very terrible. It is true that doubt is some- 
times simulated as a screen for moral failure, and it is true 
also that occasionally young people, who have never really 
known doubt, pretend to its possession on the supposition 
that it is intellectually superior to have doubts about Chris- 
tianity. 

But it is not really hard for a skilled counselor to see 
through these sinful or silly subterfuges. 

The real thing is terrible, as anyone knows who has 
walked that way. What a blow can be dealt to the simple 
faith of a girl mother who watches her baby die in convul- 
sions! How hard it is for a man still to believe in God’s love 
who watches cancer unhurriedly kill his young wife, and 
do the work so painfully and so slowly that she is made 
hideous to look upon before the last stroke is given! 

Is God there? Does God care? These are the questions 
that clamor for answer, and you cannot begin to give the 
reply by saying, on the authority of the Bible, “God is 
love.” One must begin earlier than the Book itself. 

Here, then, is a task for the preacher — a task so old and 
so hard that he cannot even hope to be completely satis- 
fying. 

Yet he can hope to do something. By making himself as 
much a master of the philosophy of religion as is possible’ 
to him, he can confidently promise to cast some light on 
this dark road: he can assert with assurance that the prob- 
lems are by no means so hopeless as they seemed at first 
and that, if his Christian explanation is not altogether ade- 
quate, no other explanation is worth calling an explanation 
at all. He will be on his guard against claiming to answer 
everything. He knows that there are wide margins of mys- 
tery in God’s dealings with men which the acutest mind 
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and tenderness and understanding will give hope to the 
hopeless and some, at least, will venture forth in faith 


again. 

Clearly, this will not be the preaching of every Sunday. 
A man who made this the main diet of his pulpit would 
find that there are not so many insoluble problems as all 
that. 

He would find also (and this would be dangerous in- 
deed) that if his pulpit were constantly concerned with 
problems, he would be putting doubts in the minds of his 
people that were not previously there. 

The passing years make one more able and more skillful 
in this kind of preaching. To suffer oneself, and to find God 
in the suffering, is the greatest equipment. You may still 
lack an answer philosophically adequate, but you have 
found one that is spiritually satisfying. One’s own bitter 
experience gives authority to the preaching. The people 
say within themselves, “ He has suffered and he knows.” 

The transition from this type of preaching to apologetics 
is easy; indeed, it is already made. 

There is need for a greater study of Christian apolo- 
getics. All preachers who make close contact with the un- 
churched multitude are struck by the poor caricature of 
Christianity that people honestly entertain in absurd sup- 
position that this is our faith. Many men imagine that we 
are defending positions we have long since abandoned — 
if we ever held them. They are startled often because we 
have a complete reply to questions they supposed we 
should find unanswerable. It happens sometimes that they 
do not ask the questions we should find most difficult, but 
are held up by perplexities that are no perplexities at all. 

Great service can be rendered to unbelievers by this 
kind of preaching. Great service can be rendered to be- 
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lievers also. A loyal Christian, assailed in his office or work- 
shop by the taunts or honest objections of people who do 
not believe, feels more fit for the fight when the answers 
he needs are given him from the pulpit and he knows the 
solid grounds on which the faith rests. 

If a man feels himself too ill-equipped in philosophy to 
handle this kind of preaching, he would do well to leave it 
entirely alone. Raising problems one cannot answer, or to 
which one cannot make even a seventy per cent reply, is a 
serious disservice to the cause. 

There are many wide fields in which the preacher can 
still work. Let him cheerfully leave this to other men. 


V. SocraL 


More controversy has raged around what is called “the 
social gospel” than any other section in the classification 
of the subject matter of sermons. There are those who 
would make it the whole substance of preaching. There 
are others who would exclude it from the pulpit alto- 
gether. 

Let us make sure, first of all, what we mean by the term, 
and then it will not be difficult to see that both extremes 
in this controversy are wrong. 

Two segments of preaching are really covered by this 
phrase: 

First, the fighting of social evils: the campaign of the 
Christian conscience against those sins that entrench 
themselves in strong vested interests and batten on the 
moral degradation of men and women, e.g., intemperance, 
gambling, slums. 

Secondly, the outworking of the Bible doctrine of so- 
ciety in the community and the world, involving the most 


complex problems of economics, of sociology, and of inter- 
national relationships. 
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Both aspects of the subject bristle with difficulties, 

though it cannot seriously be doubted that the second are 
more complex than the first. 
- But let us recognize, before we proceed farther, how 
painfully limited is the view of preaching entertained by 
both extreme schools of thought in this connection: ice., 
those who would utterly exclude social preaching from the 
pulpit and those who would preach nothing else. 

The congregation that never hears of the social nature 
of the gospel will be narrow in its outlook, small in its 
thinking, and spiritually debilitated. Observe that we have 
said the social “ nature ” of the gospel — not the social “ as- 
pects ” or the social “ implications.” It is less than the truth 
to say that the gospel has social “ implications.” It is social 
in its nature. That man is purveying skim milk who rigidly 
confines himself to what he calls the “personal gospel.” 
And it is not even “personal,” seeing that “person” im- 
plies relationship. It is merely individual, and engrossed 
with man in his separateness. 

It is impossible even to hope that this unvaried preach- 
ing can ever affect the world in a wide way. It will, of 
course, affect it for good in small ways. Wherever people 
are held to strict personal standards of truth and honesty 
and purity, it cannot fail favorably to influence the com- 
munity in which they live, but it cannot be mighty. 

It cannot challenge the organized and powerful forces 
that engineer large profits out of the frailty or misfortune 
of men. It cannot bring perceptibly nearer the Reign of 
God on earth. Indeed, it is not without interest to notice 
that the exclusive stress on individual preaching belongs 
to those communions (or those sections of larger commun- 
ions) that have no expectation that the Reign of God 
on earth can ever be aided by the effort of men, and who 
teach a detachment from the world that sometimes in- 
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cludes abstention even from voting. Apocalyptics they find 
more engrossing than the quest for world peace. The im- 
minent return of our Lord fills alike their hopes and their 
expectation. 

But consider the contrary. 

Think of a pulpit entirely engrossed with the social na- 
ture of the gospel. Imagine a people making their way to 
worship and mournfully wondering whether they will 
hear of the United Nations, the Iron Curtain, the color 
problem, the atomic bomb, racial discrimination in Africa, 
racial exclusions from Australia, the evils of the profit sys- 
tem, the rent racket in the slums, the wealth of brewers, 
and certain of one thing only, that there will be no per- 
sonal word in it; no balm for a breaking heart; no strength 
in temptation; no sure word about God. 

Both these are horrible extremes. Both are wrong. Let 
us scrutinize this kind of sermon, quite certain on one 
point, namely, that the virtual excommunication of each 
of these extremists by the other is patently foolish. 

That aspect of social preaching which deals directly 
with the social sins is easier to handle. Certainly (and 
what a snare this is for the preacher!) it is easier to de- 
nounce. Drunkenness, lechery, gambling, warmongering 

. it is not hard to display a fine frenzy over these hu- 
man follies and sins. Nobody defends them — or not in that 
form! The publican does not like drunkenness. He says 
that it “gives the beer a bad name.” The “turf account- 
ant” protests that he wants his clients to risk only what 
they can afford to lose! . . . 

No wise preacher spends much time in sheer denuncia- 
tion. It is not spiritually healthy for people constantly to 
hear those sins denounced which they do not commit. It 


gives them a false sense of pride and may blind them to 
the sins they do commit. 
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Moreover, denunciation of acknowledged sins gets no- 
body anywhere. The deeper questions concern the cause 
and the cure. Why do men and women become alcoholics? 
Was it the desire for fellowship in the first place? Is the 
Church doing all it can to provide conditions of easy and 
natural fellowship where strong drink is resolutely barred? 

Or why do men gamble? Is it not a natural escape from 
the monotony of mechanized industry? Is it surprising that 
the thought of sudden wealth should appeal to people 
whose interests are limited and whose income, so far as 
they can see, will always be more limited than their in- 
terests? Is there not something ineradicable (and even 
fine) in the human love of a risk? And, if that is so, how 
can that instinct be sublimated? 

Here is the widest scope for the preacher. Let him live 
as a pastor, close to his people’s needs. Let him get close 
also to those who never darken the door of a church; to 
whom, maybe, the rich treasures of art and music and lit- 
erature have never been opened, and to whom a pint and a 
pipe and the pools make up the chief interest of living. 
Preaching with compassion toward this multitude, he will 
find denunciation cool into understanding, and moral pas- 
sion translate itself into practical help. 

By far the harder part of preaching the social gospel is 
not directly concerned with social sins or social salvage 
work. It concerns the immense problems of translating the 
Christian ethic into the relationships between states and 
classes, high finance, international banking, and all the 
matted questions of usury. To talk of it with intelligence 
and helpfulness requires a knowledge of economics few 
parsons possess, and a capacity both to read statistics with 
understanding and to make them live for unlettered men. 

It is at this very point that ministers, seized with the im- 
portance of the social gospel, and daring on occasion to 
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deal with it in a large way, expose themselves to the most 
damaging criticism. Some of the criticism may come from 
those who feel that their own gains may be adversely af- 
fected if all preachers take up the same cry, and they pro- 
test against such preaching and plead for the “gospel” 
out of self-interest topped off with a halo. 

But the complaints will come also from those who won- 
der what ordinary people can do about it, even if all the 
minister says is true, and who regret the use even of occa- 
sional sermons for matters that go so completely over their 
heads. . 

The preacher living close to God will know what to re- 
ceive and what to ignore in all this. Always he will be 
seeking God’s plan in the world disorder. He will speak 
with care, and with becoming reserve, of those things out- 
side the range of his own expert knowledge. He will make 
clear when it is the Word of the Lord and when he is offer- 
ing an opinion of his own. 

And he will not be fettered too much with the thought 
that he must have the answer to every question he raises, 
but count it a not unworthy return for his toil to have 
posed the right questions and had them considered in the 
light of the Sermon on the Mount. 

Nor will he — even if he carries the specialized scholar- 
ship this kind of preaching requires — ever make it the 
main substance of his ministry. He will recall the hour 
when, as a youth, Lord Stamp, the eminent economist, 
was constrained to dedicate his life to Christ at the in- 
vitation of an evangelist. Half-baked economics from the 
pulpit would not have captured that youthful heart, even 
though Stamp was destined to give no small part of the 
scanty leisure of his distinguished life to the outworking 
of the Christian ethic in the economic realm. 

In this indirect way, the evangelist may serve the ex- 
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plication of the social gospel beyond even his most ambi- 
tious dreams. 

But he will not deny as an evangelist the right and the 
duty of preachers more able with social problems than he 
is himself to deal directly with economic questions on 
occasion, and he will bless God for the men who can do 
it with assured knowledge, penetrating insight, and un- 
mistakable spiritual power. 


VI. EvANGELISTIC 


Just as some preachers argue with a show of reason that 
all preaching should be Biblical interpretation, so others 
contend with similar cogency that all preaching must be 
evangelistic, ie., preaching for conversions. Indeed, it is 
not unknown for controversialists to combine the two and 
offer the combination as a simple recipe for Christian 
preaching anywhere. 

And in the main, they are right. If Biblical interpreta- 
tion is allowed to include any preaching that has a sound 
Biblical basis, and if evangelism is not narrowed to emo- 
tional appeals, and no denial lurks in this definition of the 
legitimacy of doctrinal, philosophic, or social preaching in 
their clearly defined places, few Protestant preachers will 
contest the statement that a Biblical basis and an evan- 
gelical purpose should characterize the majority of ser- 
mons. 

Unquestionably, the great end of Christian preaching is 
to win men and women to a whole-souled committal to 
Christ and to their spiritual upbuilding in him. Where 
the evangelical appeal is rarely or never sounded, an awful 
incompleteness hangs over the whole work. 

Indeed, it can be argued that all other kinds of preach- 
ing both presuppose and prepare for evangelism. They 
presuppose it because only a man who had already yielded 
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to the evangel would be deeply interested in Biblical in- 
terpretation; in devotional and doctrinal sermons; in the 
philosophic or social problems that the acceptance of the 
faith flings up. On the other hand, all other preaching pre- 
pares for evangelism by making clear God's will in his 
Book; showing the solid structure of revealed truth in 
dogma; clearing away the impediments to faith that any 
rational man might feel in a world like this; and outlining 
the way in which God can transform, not only individuals, 
but communities and nations as well. All this aids evangel- 
ism. To the instructed mind, freed from crippling doubt 
and already catching gleams of the world as God could 
make it, the evangelist says, “Come! ” 

But our concern at the moment is with evangelical 
preaching as such; not with a word of fitting appeal at the 
end of a flinty piece of philosophic reasoning, but with 
sermons the whole aim of which is to persuade the will. A 
sermon such as this might well conclude a series addressed 
in the main to the mind; this one goes right for the will. 

There is something stubborn in human nature the mo- 
ment the central citadel of the will is attacked. It is a deep 
conviction of the normal man that he belongs to himself. 
Nothing affronts human nature in the raw more than the 
assertion, “ Ye are not your own.” Even when their doubts 
have been dissolved, and their problems are on the way to 
solution, and their need of forgiveness all laid bare, there 
is that in human beings which meets the offer of Christ 
by saying, “ We will not that this man reign over us.” That 
is the keep of the castle which the evangelist must assault 
at the last, and it calls for all the consecrated cunning that 
he can command. 

Evangelical preaching has fallen under some condemna- 
tion in the past because it was said always to assail the will 
with waves of feeling. Snap decisions were snatched from 
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people emotionally overwrought. The failure of the “ con- 
verts ~ (often falsely so called) to go on in the way of life 
that they had publicly avowed brought this whole ap- 
proach to preaching into disrepute, and has left in large 
sections of the Church a positive dread of what is called 
“emotionalism.” In some circles even a warm glow of the 
most genuine feeling in the pulpit is frowned upon as of- 
fensive, and the man guilty of it is in danger of being 
dubbed “ a ranter.” 

One may hope that that nonsense is passing away. If cer- 
tain itinerant evangelists in time past were guilty of dread- 
ful sentimental bathos (and they were! ), how foolish to 
suppose, or to wish, that life could be so filleted that all ex- 
pression of feeling would be firmly cut out. Feeling is, at 
least, a third of this complex thing we call human person- 
ality. To imagine that guilty sinners on their way to the 
cross must be forbidden all expression of emotion, or that 
forgiven sinners returning from the cross must be denied 
a vent to the rapture in their souls, is to ask the impossible 
and to make nonsense of life in so doing. It leaves one 
wondering if the people who fear, and forbid it, have ever 
been forgiven themselves, or known the longing for a 
thousand tongues to sing the great Redeemer’s praise. 

The evangelical preacher like a skilled pilot will mark 
the clear limits of his course and take especial heed where 
the deep water is. He will know the difference between 
sentiment and sentimentality as clearly as he knows the 
difference between sensuousness and sensuality, and he 
will steer with the calm confidence of those who feel the 
pressure of God’s guiding hand. 

He knows that when one has done all the explaining 
and all the arguing, one has still to do all the persuading. 
That last stubbornness has still to be overcome. It is not 
entirely irrational. Man was never made to kneel to his 
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own kind. Only God has the right to put a man on his 
knees. It should not surprise us that we meet difficulty in 
bringing sinners there. God, maybe, had greater difficulty 
in dealing with us. 

But, difficult or not difficult, the task is plain. Evangeli- 
cal preaching is preaching for a verdict. Let the little 
gnostics and mental know-alls think it naive if they must. 
“Come to Jesus,” is the plea of the evangelical preacher; 
“behold, behold the Lamb! ” 


Our examination of sermons classified according to sub- 
ject matter is now complete. It is sixfold. There is, I be- 
lieve, no other category to add. It will be borne in mind 
that we are dealing at present with the theory of preach- 
ing. How to approach the practice of it will concern us 
later. It will be borne in mind also that many sermons — 
perhaps a majority of them — may include elements of any 
two or three types that we have distinguished here, but 
that does not rob the classification of value. The clear 
recognition of what is a genuine kind of Christian preach- 
ing is fundamental to the study of homiletics. The types 
can blend as they will later. What is important is that we 
recognize what is truly within the scope of the Christian 
pulpit, both for itself and as a guide for detecting those 
spurious forms of preaching that clamor for admittance 
where they do not belong. 

Let us notice, therefore, that nothing is said here about 
“ topical preaching ” or “life-situation preaching,” both of 
which receive emphasis in some schools of thought. 

The reason for their omission is clear in both cases. 

“Topical preaching” is a term variously used. It was 
employed at one time in contrast to “textual preaching ” 
and to distinguish those sermons that did not expound a 
text so much as a theme. They usually began with a text, 
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but the text was a starting point rather than the whole 
field of survey. The topic could be (and, a generation ago, 
usually was) right at the heart of the Christian message: 
“Doubt: Its Cause and Cure”; “ How to Resist Tempta- 
tion”; “The Ministry of Pain”; “The Atonement of 
Christ ” — yet “topical” was a loose and unhelpful term 
because (as the instances given show) it made no distinc- 
tion between a doctrinal sermon, a devotional sermon, and 
a sermon in apologetics. 

In that sense of the word, therefore, the term was not so 
much false as rough and is, in any case, superseded by the 
classification we have adopted. 

“Topical preaching ” in its modern sense is a different, 
and far more dangerous, thing. It appears to be commoner 
in North America than in Europe, but it is known in all the 
continents. It is not preaching, as we understand the term, 
at all. It is most certainly not “a manifestation of the In- 
carnate Word from the written Word, by the spoken 
word.” It is usually a moral comment on the events of the 
day, i.e., the topics of the hour. Whatever chances to be in 
the public mind and in the press is carried over into the 
pulpit. “That is what people are thinking about,” it is 
argued, “and we lose no time getting their interest be- 
cause we have it already.” 

But people are often thinking about the most shallow 
things — the luck of a game, the result of a race, the appeal 
of a film, the shape of a hat. . . . Even if they are think- 
ing about the most profound things, they are often think- 
ing of them in a shallow way, and the preacher may be 
unable to think much deeper himself. Who but a physicist 
of the rarest order can intelligently discuss the future uses 
of atomic power? How many people outside his imme- 
diate circle can usefully dilate on the psychology of some 
foreign minister of state? 
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The pulpit is degraded by topical preaching of this 
order. It has ceased to be the throne of the Word of God. 
What little spiritual value such preaching contains — and 
much more — could be given in sermons we have classified 
as ethical or social. But in those categories it would still 
be preaching about God and truly based upon the Bible. 
The “source book” of this topical preaching is not the 
Bible, but the newspaper, and the majority of newspapers 
are themselves in sore need of redemption. 

To argue in defense of such preaching that the men who 
employ it always give “the Christian angle ” on the topics 
they take is no answer at all. They have left the choice of 
their themes, not to the Holy Spirit, but to the caprice of 
public taste. What they say could have been as easily said 
in a leader of the local paper. Indeed, that describes a great 
deal of this topical preaching —a leader from the press 
and a few platitudinous maxims added. To say that the 
people like it is getting lower than ever. The customer 
may always be right in a shop, but not the worshiper in a 
Christian church. In Christian preaching one may make 
topical references or take topical illustrations. Indeed, one 
is wise so to do, in order to have the relevance of preaching 
to life clear and plain. But to call this kind of “topical 
preaching ” a main category in our classification would be 
a sheer misnomer. 

If a study of the true types of Christian preaching did 
no more than warn us against admitting this charlatan to 
the Christian pulpit, it would have been time well spent. 

“ Life-situation preaching” comes into a different cat- 
egory. It has its place in our study — though not here. The 
phrase has been current for some time, but the clearest 
plea for it that I know was made by Dr. Fosdick.* 


* “What Is the Matter with Preaching?” Harper's Magazine, 
July, 1928. 
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Those who plead for life-situation preaching take the 
view that far too many sermons begin with a text, dawdle 
with it in Samaria or Jerusalem, and quite often never get 
the theme related to present-day life at all. The preacher 
takes a specialized interest in the flavor of a Greek verb, 
or gives a lengthy historical description of the precise cir- 
cumstances of the Hebrew prophet he is discussing, but 
what it all has to do with the farm laborer in the tran- 
sept or the harassed businessman in the back pew, no- 
body seems to know. Some worshipers even doubt if the 
preacher knows himself. He is just “ preaching ” — filling 
the twenty-five minutes allotted to the purpose with talk! 

One way out of his awful irrelevance, it is suggested, is 
to get the preacher to face an actual concrete situation in 
someone's life and give the Christian answer to the di- 
lemma. It is not desired, of course, that he talk at a par- 
ticular person, but that he choose a problem common 
enough to be of interest even to those who are not actually 
in it — but who may be in it someday. How does a Chris- 
tian act in this emergency? What does a disciple do now? 

A bookkeeper in the building business knows that bribes 
are being given in order to get certain favors, and he is 
expected to fake the figures and conceal the dirty things 
that are going on. But he is a Christian — with a wife and 
three small children. The loss of his job would be serious. 
What should he do? 

A nurse in a hospital in the London area was in charge 
of a ward of sick little children when an air-raid warning 
was given. They could not be moved. Terrified as she was 
herself, she was more anxious to keep terror from them. 
She lied! She said there was going to be a fireworks dis- 
play and they would soon hear the bangs. They were not 
to be afraid. As the bombs fell, the children laughed and 
clapped their hands. “ That was a big one, Nurse,” they 
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said, when the building shuddered from its nearest miss. 
Did the nurse do right? If lying is allowable, how can we 
know the occasions? 

There are parents mourning a darling child and men 
whose business is failing for all their titanic efforts. A hun- 
dred instances could be given and each one of them is the 
starting point of a sermon. A specific project is plain be- 
fore the preacher’s face. Discuss that dilemma. Answer 
that problem. Let preaching do something. If life-situation 
preaching, it is argued, widely replaced the traditional ap- 
proach to the sermon, there is a reasonable chance that 
the churches would fill again. 

We will discuss life-situation preaching where it be- 
longs, ie, when we discuss “ Beginning the Sermon.” It 
is not a new type of sermon; it is essentially a method of 
starting. It is vitally important in its place, but it is mis- 
taken to suppose that it adds another category to the classi- 
fication of sermons considered according to their subject 
matter. Each of these life-situation sermons (so far as they 
are real preaching about God and man) could be classified 
under the categories already made. It is true that they 
may include elements of two or three types, e.g., ethical, 
devotional, and social, but the elements are recognizable 
to a trained mind and the whole value of the method is, 
first, that it begins where the people in the pews are (in 
Birmingham or Baltimore; in London or St. Louis), and, 
secondly, that it has one clear and recognized aim in mind, 
a plain answer to a real problem. 

Its fuller consideration, therefore, its gains and its losses, 
belong elsewhere. 


Only one other question need detain us now. The cir- 
cling year brings a series of “ special occasions” in every 
church: e.g., Harvest Festival, the Sunday school or Over- 
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seas Missions anniversary, Hospital and Remembrance 
Sunday. How do these fit into our classification of sermons 
when the subject matter of the sermons is most in our 
mind? 

None of them —nor all of them together — constitute 
another category in preaching. If a man on Hospital Sun- 
day were led to preach on “The Problem of Pain,” his 
sermon would be apologetic in type. If he thought it right, 
however, to deal with the duty of the community in main- 
taining the hospitals (the voluntary as against the state 
system ), the sermon would be social in its character. If he 
took one of our Lord’s miraculous cures, and raised the 
whole question of divine healing, it would blend Biblical 
interpretation with doctrine and Christian philosophy. 

Special occasions do not create new categories in preach- 
ing. If a man so misconceives his high office as to flatter 
the mayor (in the presence of God!) for “honoring us” 
by coming, or dilates at undue length on the “ wonderful 
harvest display,” or uses more than a moment in appreciat- 
ing the children’s choir, he is mishandling the “ special 
occasion.” He must not magnify himself, but he must not 
fail to magnify his office. His preaching must be “a mani- 
festation of the Incarnate Word from the written Word, 
by the spoken word.” 

While a preacher holds that high conception of his office 
in mind, his preaching will never be trifling, never shoddy, 
and never mean. 


Ill 


Sermons Classified According to Structural 
Type 


WE CONSIDERED in the last chapter the classification of 
sermons according to their subject matter. We turn now 
to the cl ssification of sermons according to their struc- 
tural type. 

Every well-made sermon has structure, shape, form. It 
is possible, of course, to fill twenty minutes or longer with 
sermonic matter that is without form and yet not entirely 
void. Sincerity, passion, and the blessing of God can do 
marvels even with the formless. But how much more 
powerful it would have been had that sincerity and pas- 
sion glowed at the heart of a well-constructed sermon, and 
how certain it is that the blessing of God would have 
crowned it alll 

It is not normally a good thing for the structure of a 
sermon to obtrude, any more than it is pleasing to meet a 
man so thin that his bones seem to stick out of his body. 
But it is important that the structure be there to give unity, 
balance, and grace to the whole. The strength of a sermon 
is so often in its structure. Lacking that, no fineness of 
phrasing or facility in illustration can ever make it up. 

Everyone gains by sound construction. The preacher 
himself is mightily helped by it: he knows where he is go- 
ing all the time he speaks. The trained minds among his 
hearers are helped too: they delight in the steady and clear 
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progression of thought. The less alert among the congre- 
gation are helped also; they do not know how, but they 
feel within themselves that the message is well wrought. 

Some preachers keep always to one kind of structure. 
Like a suburban builder, they have a plan that is pleasing 
and they use it over and over again. Who has not traveled 
through those dreary neighborhoods where every house 
is an exact replica of the one next door and where there is 
no scope for variety except in the color of the curtains and 
the cultivation of the plot? 

Nor is this a fault only of mediocre preachers. Some 
great preachers have been slavishly attached to one struc- 
ture. Dr. W. L. Watkinson and Dr. Alexander Maclaren — 
to mention only two names — were both held nearly all 
their days by the “three-decker” construction: introduc- 
tion; three points; and a conclusion. Robertson Nicoll said 
in his obituary of Alexander Maclaren that he touched 
every text “ with a silver hammer and it immediately broke 
up into natural and memorable divisions,” * but it takes 
nothing from Maclaren’s wide and just fame to declare 
that the hammer was not always silver. The divisions at 
times were forced and artificial. Truth does not run all the 
while in one pattern. The mighty preaching of these men 
did not turn chiefly on their unvarying structure. The 
structure tended to monotony. The sermons were glori- 
ously redeemed by their other great gifts. We must speak 
later of the special appeal of the three-decker construc- 
tion, but we say at once that while it is impossible, of 
course, to make the structures of sermons as varied as their 
contents, the aim should be to make them as varied as 
we can. i 

If a man works always on one plan, it is impossible to 
avoid some monotony in his preaching. His keenest hearers 

4 Princes of the Church, p. 249. Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd. 
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know the building he will rear the moment he announces 
his text. The content of the sermon may be as fresh as new 
paint, but it is the same old house again. The man whose 
architecture is splendidly varied has the people curious be- 
fore the foundation is in. They hear the text and they ask 
themselves at once, “ How will he build on that?” 

It is part of our task now to consider the fine variety of 
structures that are possible to us and to develop our latent 
capacities for adding to them. The possibility of adding to 
the types is open to every serious student of preaching, as 
it is open to every serious student of architecture also. Re- 
specting the canons of my craft, what new design can I 
create, apt for its purpose and pleasing to behold? If, as 
we work deeper into the subject, it seems to beginners to 
grow unexpectedly technical, that should neither surprise 
nor displease us. The expert must know some things the 
inexpert can be happily ignorant about. The doctor of 
medicine does not talk the technicalities of anatomy when 
he examines his patient, but he has labored to master his 
science and could give a high-sounding name to every 
bone and organ of the body if his patient so desired. His 
patient does not desire, but no small part of the sick man’s 
confidence derives from the fact that the doctor knows a 
great deal more about the body than the patient knows 
himself. 

Inevitably, there are some technicalities in our craft. 
We do not burden our congregations with them in any ob- 
vious way, though we serve people the more effectively 
because we have made this technique the object of our 
close attention. Nor do we desire to detain in our company 
in this study the man to whom it all seems much ado about 
nothing. If he tells us that he has been preaching for forty 
years and knows nothing about all this, we may be tempted 
to tell him that we have often suspected as much and 
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wished he had known a little more. For ourselves, we are 
determined to be workmen who need not to be ashamed. 


‘Whenever a preacher settles with himself to preach upon 
a certain subject — whether it be the interpretation of a 
Bible text, the exposition of a doctrine, the unfolding of 
some aid to the holy life, or the consideration of a social 
question in the light of Christ — there is almost certainly 
one structure that would sustain it better than any other. 

It could be handled several ways. It might be possible 
to do it well in either one of two. 

But it is almost certain that one structure could be “ just 
made ” to bear that freight. 

Some sermon structures seem already wed to the various 
sections of our subject matter as we set them out: e.g., 
exposition to Bible interpretation, argument to doctrine, 
and analogy to sermons on devotion. But there is no ex- 
clusiveness about it! The classification of structural types 
and the classification of subject matter interweave in un- 
expected ways. A social sermon may call for exposition and 
an evangelical appeal involve us in high argument! 

His theme being fixed, no preacher should approach his 
early brooding on the subject, or his later-heaped-up 
material, with his mind already committed to one mold. 
Such an approach cannot fail to damage his work. Being 
free with many molds, he needs to approach his material 
with a mind truly open, and invite the bubbling matter it- 
self to select the mold it really needs. Having crystallized 
his object in the sermon in one pregnant phrase, and hay- 
ing said within himself, “This will I do,” let him draw 
near and question the heart of it with such thoughts as the 
following clearly in mind: “How can this best be done? 
Shall I argue the case —a strip of logic as true as steel? 
Would it be best to make it all explanation —a piece of 
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patient teaching? Shall I keep returning to the central 
theme, hanging the one truth in varied lights? Shall I cast 
it all into one large picture?” The skilled craftsman has 
many, many ways of imparting the truth. His aim at this 
point of his preparation is to fix the ideal method for that 
precise need. 

No one who has given any serious study to the craft of 
preaching can doubt that this variety in structural types 
is of immense importance. It is one of the deeper ways of 
keeping dullness out of the pulpit. It brings the keenest 
minds in the congregation to church on Sunday, not only 
reverently eager for the Word of God, but with an edge 
on their appetite. It helps to make preaching interesting — 
which it ought to be — and it puts a kind of expectation in 
people which gives the preacher a splendid start. He looks 
his congregation in the face and they seem to say, in con- 
fident anticipation, “What have you got for us today?” 
The preacher remembers that it is by the labor and gifts 
of his people that he is separated to holy things. How just, 
therefore, that they should come expecting to receive, and 
how natural also that they should hope that his word will 
be not only edifying but interesting as well! 

In my college days I recall a fellow student returning 
from the conduct of evening worship in a suburban church 
and announcing that he had had a wonderful time in 
preaching. He mentioned the text and said that the struc- 
ture of the sermon was simple but impressive. He had 
shown what this particular truth meant: 

a. To the individual. 

b. To society. 

c. To the wide world. 

We caught a glimpse of his mind, and a picture of the 
widening circle of his thought, and dismissed the matter 
from our conversation. 


The following Sunday he was out again, took another 


Sermons Classified According to Structural Type 67 


text, and had another wonderful time. The structure, it 
seemed, was the same again. With this fresh text, he had 
shown what the truth meant: 

a._To the individual. 

b. To society. 

c. To the wide world. 

At the third and fourth repetition, it occurred to us that 
this was becoming the pattern of all his preaching. “ Why 
not?” he asked. “ Anything you want to say can be said 
this way. It is both personal and social. It begins with a 
man and it encompasses the globe.” 

So he went on! 

In fairness, I think I should state that he sometimes 
stood his structure on its head and in order to finish with 
the personal note rendered the sermon thus: 

a. The wide world. 
b. Society. 
c. The individual. 

I suppose one could get by even with this if one 
preached almost always to different congregations, but 
imagine the utter boredom of people regularly enduring 
that banal repetition! 

We may be thankful that reiteration is seldom so crude 
as that, but the extreme case points the moral. We must 
have variety in structures. That we may have variety, let 
us study the different types. Our aim now is to classify 
sermons, not by their subject matter, but by their central 
architecture. 

We may distinguish, I think, five main divisions: 


I. Exposition. 
II. Argument. 
Ill. Faceting. 
IV. Categorizing. 
V. Analogy. 
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may have its part in a sermon the main structure of which 
is clearly categorizing, and analogy may have a minor rele 
in a sermon carefully cut by faceting. 

Our immediate business is to understand what we mean 
by these five main divisions and into what subdivisions 
they break up as well. 

Let us look at each of them in turn. 


I. Exrosrrron 
The word “ exposition ” in connection with sermons has 
been used in various ways. At one time it was reserved for 
those occasions when a preacher did not confine himself to 
a short text, but commented upon a lengthier passage. This 
was called “expository” preaching, in contrast to “tex 


a man is explaining a short text, a whole chapter, or a whole 
book, it is still exposition. His depth, of course, must de- 
crease with the area he determines to dig, but his sermon 
does not cease to be exposition. 

We shall use the word here, therefore, for all those ser 
mons whose direct aim is explanation (and particularly 
the explanation of the Bible), and, as the mental approach 
does not vary with the area covered, so neither will our 
word. 


Let us begin with the exposition of a text. 
1. Single text 


There are four common ways in which a text is used in 
preaching. It can be: 
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2. Multiple texts 


The work of expounding the Scriptures is often aided 
by the laying of texts side by side. 


a. They can ask and answer questions, e.g.: 
(1) “What is man, that thou art mindful of him?” 
Ps. 8:4. 
(2) “The Spirit himself beareth witness with our spirit, 
that we are children of God.” Rom. 8:16. 


b. They can be used to bring out a contrast, e.g.: 


The Bible knows two ways in which you can be dead 
without being buried: 
(1) “Dead with Christ from ... the world.” Col. 
2:20 (K.J.V.). 
(2) “Dead through your trespasses and sins.” Eph. 2:1. 
c. They can indicate a distress and describe the deliver- 
ance: 
(1) “Upon the earth distress of nations, in perplexity.” 
Luke 21:25. 


(2) “My peace I give unto you. ... Let not your 
heart be troubled.” John 14:27. 


d. They can compel one to see several aspects of a truth, 
e.g. 
(1) “Each man shall bear his own burden.” Gal. 6:5. 
(2) “Bear ye one another’s burdens.” Gal. 6:2. 
(3) “Cast thy burden upon the Lord.” Ps. 55:22. 


e. They can vividly portray a progress of thought, 6.25 
four judgments on Jesus: 


(1) “He hath a demon, and is mad.” John 10:20. 
(2) “He is a good man.” John 7:12. 

(3) “Thou art the Christ.” Matt. 16:16. 

(4) “My Lord and my God.” John 20:28, 
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The intelligent relating of one part of Scripture to an- 
other is mentally fascinating for the preacher and spirit- 
ually enriching to his people. The astonishing number of 
these illuminating combinations in the Scriptures will sur- 
prise anyone who has not made a practice of making them. 

And it is still exposition: i.e., the making plain of mean- 
ing, and making it all the plainer because it is another part 
of Scripture which is called in to help. 


8. Broken texts 


It sometimes happens that the truth of a text is best seen 
by looking at it in section. Just as a forester can tell some 
things about a tree only by cutting it and counting the 
annual rings, and just as a geologist must chip the rock and 
an architect look at his drawings in section, so must a 
preacher sometimes snap his text across his knee, as it 
were, and invite his people to look at the raw edge. It must 
be done, of course, with skill. It is not hard to imagine into 
what blasphemy people might slip by undertaking this 
without reverent judgment, but done well it can open up 
the Scriptures in unexpected ways. For example: 


a. The origin of moral obligation: 
“ Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought.” I John 4:11. 
b. Faithful though the flames prevail: 


“Our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the 
burning fiery furnace . . . but if not . . .” Dan. 3:17, 
18. 


c. The way of achievement: 


“ As many as received him, to them gave he power to be- 
come... John 1:12. 
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Observe that it is still exposition. We have simply 
adopted an unusual device to get an important meaning 
out. 


4, A passage 

Expounding the Scriptures with full effectiveness is not 
possible if we always keep to short texts. It is like trying 
to see a great picture one square inch at a time. Step back! 
Take a look at times at the whole, and then a more intent 
look at certain parts. 

Expounding a passage is taking a more intent look at 
certain parts. It guards one against neglecting the con- 
text — always a peril when one is expounding a short text 
— and enables both preacher and people to feel the sweep 
of the author's thought. The danger at which we have al- 
ready glanced, of treating a text as a point of departure, 
is quite impossible with this kind of preaching — and a 
healthy discipline, therefore, for any man whose unhappy 
bias it is to ride away readily from the Word. 

The depth the preacher can reach when expounding a 
passage necessarily depends on the length of the passage. 
Inevitably, the wider the area, the more shallow the dig- 
ging. Clearly, one’s purpose must determine the amount 
to be covered. Beneath the overarching aim to nourish the 
people spiritually is the immediate purpose to do some- 
thing for them on this specific occasion. The immediate 
purpose will determine whether six or a dozen verses shall 
constitute the area of discourse. It must be enough to 
achieve the purpose — and no more. 

Because — this must ever be borne in mind — there are 
especial dangers in this type of preaching. It lends itself 
readily to an unready man. Scamped preparation lies be- 
hind the utter boredom that expounding a passage often 
creates. Finding Sunday almost upon him and no solid 
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preparation for the pulpit already made, a man may fly 
incontinently to this form of exposition, which becomes, 
in such circumstances, a weak and running commentary 
on all that is already obvious in the passage he selects to 
abuse. When “persecuted” in one verse, he flies to the 
next! Like certain Biblical commentaries, he avoids with 
unfailing skill every real difficulty that turns up. He says 
what the Bible says all over again, seemingly unaware that 
he is utterly incapable of saying it better. He has none of 
those penetrating insights given to the man who has long 
brooded over the passage in prayer, nor can he search the 
inner meaning of the words with the arc light of God. 

A generation ago it was not unusual for minor comedians 
to lampoon this kind of preaching. Avoiding, with a proper 
reverence, any reference to the Bible, they would take 
their “passage” from history, or folklore, or a nursery 
rhyme, but imitate with no little skill the unctuous manner 
and sententious verbosity of the unprepared preacher. 

I remember hearing one of them “ expound ” old Mother 
Hubbard. Bits of his droll mimicry float to me down the 
years: 


“Mother Hubbard, you see, was old; there being no 
mention of others, we may presume she was alone; a 
widow —a friendless, old, solitary widow. Yet, did she 
despair? Did she sit down and weep, or read a novel, or 
wring her hands? No! She went to the cupboard. And here 
observe that she went to the cupboard. She did not hop, 
or skip, or run, or jump, or use any other peripatetic arti- 
fice; she solely and merely went to the cupboard. . . . 

“ And why did she go to the cupboard? Was it to bring 
forth golden goblets, or glittering, precious stones, or 
costly apparel, or feasts, or any other attributes of wealth? 
It was to get her poor dog a bone! Not only was the widow 
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poor, but her dog, the sole prop of her age, was poor 
too.” 

There is enough truth in this foolery to make any serious 
craftsman solemnly resolve that when, in preaching, he 
sets out to expound a passage, he will do it with such com- 
plete preparation that not even the echo of these carica- 
tures will sound in his people’s ears. 


5. A book 


It is not uncommon advice from people who set out to 
make the Bible more ‘interesting to their fellows to advise 
them to read a whole book of the Bible at a sitting. Too 
much Bible study, they feel, has been “bitty.” An appre- 
hension of the real meaning of the Scriptures requires that 
one occasionally ascend above a whole book in a plane or 
a balloon and see it all at once from above. 

Let the preacher take his people up in a plane. There 
is no need, on these occasions, that he confuse a pulpit and 
a professorial chair, and subject his people to a lecture 
rather than a sermon. Some history, no doubt, will be 
called for in order that he may panel the book into the con- 
temporary scene, but all this can be done clearly yet with 
economy in time. As a herald of God, his real business is 
with the message of God. Let him steer the plane, there- 
fore, that his hearers may see in outline, but in wholeness, 
the meaning of the Almighty in this piece of canonical 
writing; let him leave them hugging the warm thought to 
their hearts that they now understand Hosea or Jonah, 
James or Jude, and then let him venture on to the harder 
and longer books as their eagerness for more gives him 
encouragement. Such a preliminary sermon should always 
precede any detailed exposition of a book. To attempt to 
teach the physical geography of a country without putting 
a map before the pupils would be foolish. It is not less 
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foolish in a preacher. The expositor of the Word must 
know both how to draw and how to display a large map. 


6. A biography 

I suggested just now that it was a common refuge of the 
unprepared preacher to “ expound a passage ” and to bring 
by his trite prosiness a sound sermonic method into dis- 
repute. A second refuge for the unprepared is a Biblical 
biography. It seems so easy to “get together.” A con- 
cordance and a Bible dictionary soon shovel all the known 
facts into a heap. Setting them in order and drawing cer- 
tain “lessons” is not heavy labor. The people like the 
method because, in studying an actual man’s life, they 
feel near to life, and it is one of the widespread convictions 
of common people that the pulpit and real life seem far 
apart. 

"The misuse of the method must not blind us to its high 
and legitimate place in structural types. It is a true 
method. It is classified best under exposition because it 
aims to make clear what is recorded in Scripture. Done 
well, it is preaching of a very high order indeed. 

The Bible was written long ago. All of it has an Eastern 
setting. It is not hard for those who read as they run to 
feel that much of it is folklore and to reverence it rather 
out of duty than out of awesome belief. Those preachers 
who can make the Bible characters step out of the hal- 
lowed page as men of red blood and women of subtle 
seductiveness, and can make one feel that one would know 
Delilah and Daniel, Barnabas and Paul, if one met them in 
a restaurant or a committee, will make the Bible at the 
same time an enthralling book to all who hear them. Liv- 
ing men and women re-create their era. The timelessness of 
the Bible comes out in this way. The preacher is analyzing 
Gehazi but — if only he knew it! — he is analyzing me. 
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Like all other sermon types, this has its dangers even 
beyond the illusion that it is easy. Men often construct 
these sermons more out of their imagination than out of 
the Holy Book. A most important place for the precious 
gift of imagination must be left in all preaching, but here, 
more than anywhere else, it tends to run riot. Preachers 
start a series on the Minor Prophets, or the apostles, or the 
kings of Judah, and after a good time with the outstanding 
characters they find the material for the rest woefully thin. 
It is just not there! 

But the series — like the play — must go on. What the 
Scriptures do not supply, they “cook up” from tradition 
or their own speculation. The sermon becomes interlarded 
with phrases like this: “It has been suggested”; “One 
eminent scholar believes”; “Is it beyond reason to sup- 
pose. 

Out of such preaching all authority has gone. The man 
is a romancer where it is blasphemous to be such: at the 
throne of the Word of God. 

Nor is this — serious as it is—the worst snare of this 
type of preaching. 

The itch to say something new (that fearful plague of 
preachers) is especially prevalent in these paths. A man 
forgets that his higher, harder task is to make truisms 
significant and proclaim an old gospel with compelling 
freshness. The foolish longing to be “ original” trips him 
up and he sets out with dubious evidence to reverse the 
Bible judgment on many of its major characters. Esau was 
quite a gentleman. Moses was a bad-tempered fellow. 
Judas Iscariot meant no harm. 

So it goes on! The preacher thinks himself original, 
though his little heresies have become so common that 
even that dubious pleasure is snatched from him. 


And, all the while, an awful price is being paid for his 


Sermons Classified According to Structural Type 77 


vanity. He is unconsciously undermining his people’s habit 
of reading the Bible. It does not mean what it says. If you 
are specially trained like the minister to understand its 
deeper meaning, it always seems to mean something else, 
something opposite. Their lack of expert knowledge frets 
them. They lay the book aside. The man who should have 
used his expert knowledge to make them more eager for 
mining in God’s Word has filled them with a crippling in- 
feriority and blinded them to the fact that, for the simple 
as well as for the profound, 


“The Spirit breathes upon the Word, 
And brings the truth to sight.” 


One of the keenest Bible expositors I ever knew uncon- 
sciously killed the habit of Bible-reading in his church. A 
really able Greek scholar himself (and no mean Hebraist), 
his regular method in preaching was to take a text loosely 
translated in the English version and explain what it really 
means. Month after month this went on: “It says this; it 
means that.” The people gave up reading the Book. Can 
you wonder? Within their modest minds they said, “It 
takes a specialized training to understand the Bible, and 
a specialized training that we do not possess.” So the gen- 
uine learning which should have made the Scriptures more 
inviting was unconsciously turned to this alien use. 

Twisting the Bible’s judgments on its own characters 
in the interest of a little originality is another way of doing 
the same thing. Let it alone! Our business is to expound 
the Word in such a way that reverence will be heightened 
and appetite made more sharp. The Bible biography is a 
true type of sermon. Imagination may play upon the facts, 
but imagination must not distort them. 
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7. A picture 


We live in a picture age. Television and movies are most 
popular forms of entertainment. Illustrated magazines 
reach phenomenal circulations. Visual aid has become the 
handmaiden of education. By the skillful use of word pic- 
tures, the preacher can bring himself into legitimate har- 
mony with common taste. 

The transition from Bible biographies to picture sermons 
is easy to see. There is, in fact, an intermediate type — part 
picture and part biography: e.g., Moses before Pharaoh 
and Moses in the Wilderness; Peter in the Gospels and 
Peter in The Acts. But these are not picture sermons in 
the plainest sense. 

Any sermon in its illustrations may carry minor pictures, 
but there is a specific type of sermon that can be called a 
picture sermon as a whole. It belongs (as its major classi- 
fication) to exposition, because the pictures are normally 
lifted reverently from the Bible and the aim of the sermon 
is to make the picture still more living by revealing com- 
ment. Sermons devoted entirely to the exposition of a 
parable, or the vivid recovery of a single Bible incident, 
would all come under this head. 

Read Alexander Whyte describing the man who knocked 
at midnight and asked for three loaves.* It is not, in its 
wholeness, a picture sermon, but it begins that way. You 
see the man. You see him wait between his knocks. You 
see him turn to go home . . . and then turn back again. 
You hear the dogs bark at this midnight hammering. You 
see him put his ear to the door and then his eye to the hole. 
Read it slowly once, and the man who knocked at mid- 
night will be forever real to you. The picture drawn by 
our Lord in two or three deft strokes has been filled out 


5 Lord, Teach Us to Pray, p. 169. 
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for you, pulled into clear focus, and cast on a white screen. 
You have only to shut your eyes and you can see the man 
at will. 

Preaching can do that. Masterly preaching! Here is no 
banal repetition in halting, colorless words of what the 
Bible has already better said. This is the thing alive. What 
our Lord said in the condensed speech of four verses is 
shown to us in honest detail. No violence is done to the 
original. No time is lost over vain reiteration. It is just 
held up for all to see, and ever afterward a light shines 
from that picture on the problem of importunate prayer. 
One may still lack a complete solution. One may still ask 
mistakenly why we must persist in pleading with a loving 
Father for what is so plainly right, but the light from the 
picture is enough to walk by. You can see the man leaving 
his friend’s house with all his thanks spilling over and his 
arms happily encumbered, not just with three loaves, but 
with as many as he needs! 

Much prayer and much brooding and much disciplined 
imagination are called for in preparing these sermons. The 
man who thinks that it is “an easy option” had better 
think again. 


So we come to the end of the sermons we have classified 
under exposition: sermons whose whole aim (even though 
the method varies) is to explain meaning. We may admit 
as we leave them that they do not call for the same con- 
structive skill that other architectural types require. The 
explanation of word and clause is usually fixed by their 
order in the text or passage under examination. Yet, as we 
have seen, these sermons involve other skills, and it is 
arrant folly to suppose that this kind of preaching is “ per- 
fectly simple” and calls for little preparation. A counter- 
feit of these methods is simple. A man with a ready tongue 
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can do it with no preparation at all. But it is dishonoring 
to the Bible and poor food for those folk who come. The 
direct explanation of the Word of God requires, as it de- 
serves, the best we have. 

We turn next to the sermons that argue a case. 


II. ARGUMENT 


The sermons classified under this heading are those that 
lay down a thesis and spend themselves in proving it. 
Normally, they will be based upon a text, but they are not 
mainly expository because the whole meaning of the text 
may not be under review. The subject is announced, if 
not in the first breath, certainly in the first minute or two, 
and the sermon marches forward to establish the truth 
already announced. There should be progression of a kind 
in all preaching, but in this kind of preaching it should be 
plain before the people’s face. We are moving to that end. 
Here and there on the road, no doubt, we shall be im- 
peded as I throw up, in all honesty, an objection to my 
line of thought, but, as that is rebutted, we shall move on 
again. Here is a direct appeal to your God-given faculty of 
reason. Are you not compelled by the very logic of things 
to believe the truth of this? So believing, are you not com- 
pelled also to act in this way? 

There are, however, various ways of arguing a case, and 
we may subdivide them in the manner of formal logic into 
deduction and induction. The difference between the two, 
for those who have had no training in logic, may be 
roughly expressed as the difference between analysis and 
synthesis. The two approaches are not opposed. Indeed, 
they belong together. It is the starting point that is dif- 
ferent. 

When we look at a system of reality, we may look at a 
number of propositions expressing relations that hold uni- 
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versally within the system — the fruit of men’s past ques- 
tions and successful answers. Or, contrariwise, we may 
look at reality in its particulars, which are awaiting ex- 
‘planation through the universals they express, but uni- 
versals which, at present, are not fully understood. 

Now when we begin with the established universal (e.g., 
All men have sinned) and bring a particular person, be- 
cause of his humanity, under that universal condemnation 
(even though he protests, in the way of modern man, that 
he “never did anybody any harm”), we are working de- 
ductively. 

When, on the other hand, we consider such a question 
as whether the use of all the means of grace is necessary 
for the holy life, and heap the evidence together that every 
saint of whom we had knowledge prayed and studied the 
sacred writings, we are working inductively to see if we 
can establish a universal. We shall be forced in such an 
inquiry to consider the sanctity of hermits, who cut them- 
selves off from all Christian fellowship, and the Quaker 
saints, who never partook of the Lord’s Supper, but the 
difference in our approach to the problem is clear. 

Both methods, if properly used, are valid. As all logicians 
agree, they are complementary. 


1. Deductive ° 

There is a “tightness” and satisfaction in deductive 
argument not, in the nature of things, possible as yet in 
induction. The universal principle is established — at least 
in the evangelical world: “All men need a Saviour. All 
men can have a Saviour. All saved men must witness to 
their salvation. All saved men must press on to holiness.” 

® The following few pages may seem slightly technical to the 
reader unfamiliar with logic, and the scope of this book does not 


permit a fuller discussion. An elementary course in the science of 
reasoning is of incalculable value to a preacher. 
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Many of these “established universals” of evangelical 
preaching can be set down and form the major premises 
of powerful arguments and appeals. 

The syllogism lies behind most of this arguing. A syllo- 
gism is an inference from two propositions that contain a 
common element. One of these propositions, at least, must 
be a universal. Put together in the right way, a new propo- 
sition can be reached that is more than the sum of the other 
two, but whose truth is a necessary consequence of theirs. 

Put at its very simplest, a great deal of evangelical 
preaching might be expressed like this: 


All men need a Saviour. 
You are a man, 
Therefore, you need a Saviour. 


The simplicity of the illustration will not blind us to the 
importance of the structure. From facts already accepted 
in the mind, we want to draw other facts not so readily 
accepted, and we want to press them home with such con- 
viction that they will carry conviction to all who hear. 

But an argued sermon will seldom be so simple as that 
— or so bare. Quite often one must fight, first, for the ac- 
ceptance of the universal in the unregenerate minds of 
men. Normally, the preacher must raise (as the only 
speaker ) objections to his own arguments, if he is shrewdly 
aware that those objections are already in his hearers’ 
minds. If the argument is to carry, it must carry them. One 
cannot stand and utter it to one’s own satisfaction alone. 
Hence the halts to pick up this party, or to fight off that 
opposition, so that at the last the preacher reaches home, 
not alone or with the gullible handful, but with a compact 
host who have been constrained to believe. 

Sometimes an argued sermon is best begun with a di- 
lemma. A dilemma (if the technical terms may be for- 
given ) is a syllogism with a compound hypothetical prem- 
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ise for the major, and a disjunctive proposition for the 

minor. 
An illustration will put it plainly. 

. Many a Christian man of sensitive conscience in Eng- 

land found himself wrestling with a problem like this dur- 

ing the war: 


“If I serve as a soldier, I shall be expected to kill, and 
that is against my conscience. 

“Tf I do not serve as a soldier, merchant seamen will still 
perish bringing food to me in our island home, and that 
troubles my conscience. 

“ But I must either serve as a soldier or not serve. There- 
fore, however I act, I must have a troubled conscience.” 


In handling a dilemma (which can, of course, be both 
simple and complex) one can attack the premises or deny 
the legitimacy of the inference, or talk of other possibili- 
ties, but to see a congregation perk up at the announce- 
ment of a dilemma that is close to their daily life is very 
stimulating to a preacher, and, as no sensible man would 
propound the dilemma had he not something helpful to 
say in its solution, he can strike ahead exhilarated by the 
keen expectancy of his people. 

Nor do the forms of deductive reasoning end even here. 

An able, argued sermon can have a sorites at its spine. 
A sorites is a progressive line of argument simplified in 
expression by the omission of the conclusion of each of 
the prosyllogisms. 

A simple illustration of the Aristotelian sorites might be 
expressed this: 


All good fathers seek their children’s good. 
All who seek such good have true regard for God, the 
source of good. 
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All true regard for God implies honoring and worship- 


ing him. 

All honoring and worshiping of God sets a good exam- 
ple. 

Therefore all good fathers set a good example. 


A preacher need not be familiar with the technical terms 
of logic and may seldom (if ever) use them in the pulpit, 
but the discipline of logic will do him incalculable good. 
Exercise in the clear definition of terms, studies in classi- 
fication, the development of a keen scent for fallacies, 
marking the limits of legitimate inference — all these are 
of unspeakable help to a preacher. If the opportunity to 
study formal logic passes him by, let him at least scrutinize, 
in the light of God, the chain of reasoning in every ser- 
mon that argues a case. Let it be, to the limit of his ability, 
honest arguing. A very proper reverence for God’s house 
secures the preacher from interruption when he is preach- 
ing, but let no man presume on the dumbness of the con- 
gregation to press upon them unconvincing arguments 
that would not constrain a schoolboy. Howsoever the argu- 
ment is clothed and illustrated and pressed, let it be as 
sound as one can make it, and if, as sometimes happens, 
there is a weak link in the chain, admit as much. You gain 
more than you give away. It registers on the mind of every 
intelligent hearer that you are a mentally honest man. 


2. Inductive 


We have already made clear the nature of inductive 
reasoning. It builds up from particulars. It depends on 
observation, testimony, the framing of hypotheses and 
their final establishment. It is a fascinating sphere for a 
preacher. Done with respect to the rules that govern sound 
induction, it can delight the preacher in its preparation 


Sermons Classified According to Structural Type 85 


and bless the people in its delivery. 

Imagine a man preparing a Sunday morning sermon 
that aims at deepening the devotional life of his people. 
Almost inevitably he will find himself dealing with some 
aspect of prayer. But not the problems of prayer this time. 
This sermon is directly to feed their souls rather than to 
clear their minds, so it cannot be on this occasion, say, 
“The Pain of Unanswered Prayer.” 

No, but it could be — yes, it could be, “The Pain of 
Answered Prayer ”! 

Ah! What about that? It is not always bliss to have your 
prayers answered. When you ask God for guidance, you 
sometimes hear things you would rather not hear. 

Is that experience known in the Scriptures? 

Yes! Isaiah knew it. He prayed for light and trembled 
when it came.’ Have I known that experience myself? 
Have I seen it in others? 

What about the saints? Do they mention it? Augustine 
does most certainly. He says so in the Confessions. Take 
his testimony. He is a dependable witness. What of Saint 
Francis? and John Wesley? — why, yes, and David Living- 
stone too? Heap their experience together. Can we now 
venture on the hypothesis that it is a dangerous thing to 
ask God for light: dangerous to comfort, to worldly se- 
curity, even to ecclesiastical preferment? 

But, just a moment! Is there anything on the other side? 
It is, of course, the wisest thing in the world to pray for 
light. All real progress is progress in God’s light. This must 
be balanced . . . but I see the way! “The Pain of An- 
swered Prayer ” is the subject: Isa. 21:4 is the text. I can 
tell a chorus of testimonies from the saints and I can cite 
also my own soiled heart. 

So the sermon begins to take shape. It is devotional in its 


7 Isa. 21:4. 
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subject matter, and yet it will argue a case. It shows once 
again how subject matter and structural types interweave 
in unexpected ways. It builds up, as all true induction 
must, from observation and testimony to hypothesis — and 
the hypothesis, as the preacher hopes, will have its final 
“ establishment ” in the hearts of his people. 

Some of the most powerful sermons that argue a case 
argue in reverse. They might be called “ demolition” ser- 
mons. Instead of setting out to prove the truth of some 
great Christian doctrine or principle, they set out to dis- 
prove some widely accepted generalization of secular life; 
e.g.: “ Try everything once ”; “ When in Rome, do as Rome 
does ”; “It will all be the same one hundred years from 
now”; or some article of unbelief more strongly en- 
trenched than any of these. 

The structure of the sermon is not materially different, 
except that one is knocking down instead of building up. 
The demolition sermon can be deductive or inductive in 
approach. But let the arguments march. Keep only to the 
strong points. Throw away minor things in your favor lest, 
in dwelling on them, you create the impression that your 
case cannot be overstrong if you need that to support it — 
for people will answer that minor objection in their own 
minds and deceive themselves that they have answered 
the whole case. | 

Nor — and this is especially important — should you be 
so crushing that you create sympathy for an opponent so 
completely routed. Let there be no pride in the perform- 
ance. Expose the false thing with all the power you possess, 
but not with such self-conscious cleverness that you create 
an impression of contempt for the foe. Not even sin is con- 
temptible. Always in contempt there is some admixture of 
pride. It is to be doubted, therefore, if it should ever have 
place in the heart of a Christian. In the pulpit, most cer- 
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tainly, it should find no room. 

One danger of all sermons that argue a case is that they 
may become heavy. Too much logic can weary people. 
A man who leaves the impression that he is more inter- 
ested in his subject than in its object is failing. To help 
the people is the aim even more than the logical com- 
pleteness of the argument. One hopes that the two can go 
together, but if it ever becomes a choice between them, the 
help of the people takes precedence. 

But the two things need not fall apart. Let a man take 
extra care with his illustrations when the main structure 
of his sermon is closely reasoned and logically tight. Let 
him take care also to repeat with pleasant variableness 
the progress of the argument up to each point he has 
reached. Let him be careful also for the order of his argu- 
ments, beginning with something already accepted by 
the people so that all start together, and mounting to argu- 
ments of more serious import and of greater force as he 
moves up to the climax which he hopes will move their 
wills. 

To throw in at the end a few weaker arguments as a 
kind of “ makeweight ” has the precisely opposite effect to 
the one he desires. Do not throw them in: throw them 
away. From that last, strongest, most appealing point of 
all, let him move in a stride to his triumphant “ There- 
takes. 


And with God be the rest! 


Ill. FAcerinc 


I have borrowed this word from the lapidary. An uncut 
gem can look very rough. Only an expert would know it 
for what it is. One can see in a shop window in Regent 
Street, London, exact replicas of all the great diamonds 
of the world before they were cut, but they look like dull, 
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misshapen lumps of glass. 

The experts knew them for what they were. Split and 
cut, they have become the treasure of kings. 

Cutting a precious stone after it has been split is a skill- 
ful task. It is called “ faceting,” i.e., cutting faces on it that 
its beauty may be better seen. It is the simple truth to say 
that apart from this highly skilled work the depth and the 
sparkle and the translucent loveliness of the stones would 
never have appeared. 

That is at least partly true of the truth of God. It may 
be that the fault lies with our eyes, dazzled by the glare 
of this world rather than with the precious stones them- 
selves, but, whatever the reason, the preacher's task is to 
make the truth beautiful by his craftsmanship, and one 
form of the craft I call “faceting.” It is cutting “faces ” on 
a gem of truth to release both its whiteness and its gleam- 
ing wonder. 

When a lapidary cuts a stone, he always cuts to a pat- 
tern. It needs hardly to be said that he does not take the 
stone rough and cut three or four facets unrelated to one 
another. There is a design in his mind. The cutting itself 
is a work of art. The light that shoots out from the several 
faces when his work is done dazzles and delights the eye 
of all who really look. 

The preacher must cut to a pattern. There must be a 
relation of harmony between the various “faces” on his 
gem of truth. It does not matter for the moment whether 
he is cutting direct upon a text, or cutting on a theme he 
has announced. It must have a pattern: some indication 
must be shown why he was cutting when he cut that way. 

It is to that form of sermonic style that we now turn. 
It is not direct exposition, seeking the meaning of each 
word and clause of the text. It is not a progressive argu- 
ment, a case to be established by the sheer force of logic. 
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It is holding up one gem of truth on which the preacher 
has cut certain patterned facets and turning the truth in 
the white light of God. 

_ Let me show what I mean by half a dozen instances. 
They are by no means exhaustive. An hour of thought 
would produce as many more. The pattern for the cutting 
is in the title and in the clause that follows it. 

Faceting may proceed: 


1. By origins (“ The cause of this is . . . ;” e.g.:) 
Why have we lost the men from the churches? Five 
thousand turned out to hear Jesus (John 6:10). 


a. There is a fault in our presentation of the message. 
b. There is a fault in us as messengers. 
c. There is a fault in the men. 


2. By consequences (“ The fruit of thisis . . . ;” e.g.:) 
What comes of neglected devotions? 


a. Loss of inward peace. 

b. Loss of assurance. 

c. Loss of power in witnessing. 

d. Loss of sensitivity to God’s guidance. 


8. By implications (“This requires that . . . ;” e.g.:) 
“Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” Mark 12:31. 


a. We recognize the legitimacy of self-love. 
b. We seek our own good in the whole. 
c. We watch with wakefulness our awful bias to self. 


” 


4. By concrete instances (“This is shown by... ; 
e.g.:) 
An abstract truth made vivid by clear instances: “ The 
righteous shall live by faith.” Rom. 1:17. 
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a. From Scripture. 
b. From history. 
c. From modern biography. 


5. By eliminating false likenesses (“This isn’t that . . . 
or thatis a segs) 


There is an inevitable conspicuousness about the Chris- 
tian. Christ “could not be hid,” Mark 7:24. But Chris- 


tian conspicuousness is not fame. 


. Fame is a thing.people aim for. 
Fame can attach to anything. 

. Fame is often freakish and sudden. 
Fame is ephemeral. 

. Fame brings burdens. 

. Fame has bitter disappointments. 


momo op 


6. By the means to an end (“This is the way to... ;” 
€.g.:') 
a. Acquire a certain virtue. 
b. Conquer a certain vice. 


It has been well said that the neglected word in preach- 
ing is the word “how.” So many sermons, excellent as a 
delineation of a certain virtue or excellent in their exposure 
of a certain vice, leave off too soon. They never get to 
“how.” It isn’t hard to make the members of a Christian 
congregation long for a lovely virtue as one limns it in a 
saint. It is not hard to make them hate a dirty sin as a man, 
from personal and bitter failure, can so describe it that 
they feel it stir in their own stained hearts. But how? That 
is what they want to know. Are there no “techniques ” to 
share? — no down-to-earth explanations of the way good 
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me and women acquired that grace or sloughed off that 
sin 

How? 

Under this heading, therefore, I include all “How to 
... sermons; for example: “How to Offer a Personal 
Witness for Christ.” “ How to Deepen the Desire to Pray.” 
“ How to Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

Every ethical and devotional sermon requires the 
“how” in it. But it is good at times to make a whole ser- 
mon on the “how.” I classify such messages under this 
section of faceting and give them a high place among the 
sermons that greatly help. 

It may be asked whether any rules can be given for the 
craft of faceting. I think, perhaps, that a few can usefully 
be given. 

Keep the pattern clearly in mind all the time. “I am 
cutting to that” — origins, consequences, implications — 
whatever it may be. Cut to the one pattern, therefore, 
throughout the whole sermon. 

Do not cut one face upon another. It is not unusual to 
notice in immature preachers that, of their three or four 
divisions, two may be subdivisions of another, and mate- 
rial gets muddled between them. The pattern is not being 
kept in mind. 

Although this kind of preaching is not a progressive 
argument, all preaching should advance. It should be 
moving up all the time. Study a well-cut gem. Usually, 
there is a fine central facet, around which the smaller ones 
are gracefully arranged. Move up to that central, shining, 
lustrous face. Let the light gleam from that at the last. 
Hold that finest, most moving truth before them as you 
close. As with a precious stone, the central light seems to 
gather all the others into itself. If, moreover, that last point 
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carries a particular duty for them as individuals, that will 
be better than a general truth which leaves them without 
obligation to go away and do something. 

Some men seek to make their sermon divisions (how- 
soever they fix them) alliterative or chiming. There is no 
harm in this just so long as they are exactly representative 
of the meaning, but straining for either is repugnant and 
seems to treat the congregation as a collection of juveniles. 
We cannot always have our headings “ Pardon, Peace, and 
Purity” or “Get, Forget, and Regret,” to take two ex- 
amples I heard recently. That device, when it is labori- 
ously engineered, had best be left to the leader of the 
junior department of the Sunday school, in whose work 
the practice has some justification. 


IV. CATEGORIZING 


We turn now to a form of sermon structure that bears 
certain superficial similarities to faceting, but is quite 
clearly distinguishable. 

The method breaks up the material of the sermon into 
various categories. The categories imply and complete 
each other. In faceting, so long as the harmony is main- 
tained and the truth is being imparted, there is no neces- 
sary limit to the number of “faces” that can be cut. In 
categorizing there is normally a recognized limit. Fixing 
one determines the others. The pattern, therefore, is 
plainer, with both the gains and losses that that implies. 

The method can be best seen in examples, though, 
again, the instances I give are not exhaustive and are, in 
these first illustrations, deliberately simple and bare. The 
categories may be drawn direct from the text or, if the 
subject of the sermon is announced in a phrase of one’s 
own, from the theme itself. 

Categorizing may proceed, therefore: 
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z: 


Under the person to whom the appeal is addressed or to 
whom it has reference, e.g.: 


a. An evangelical appeal 


(1) To youth. 
(2) To the middle-aged. 
(3) To the old. 


b. A devotional sermon: Love in relation to 
(1) God. 
(2) My neighbor. 
(3) Myself. 


c. A social sermon: How will this affect: 
(1) The working classes? 
(2) The middle classes? 
(3) The upper classes? 


d. A missionary sermon: Can this be presented to: 
(1) Believers in the ancient faiths? 
(2) Primitive people? 
(3) Westerners who have lost their religion? 


. Under enlarging areas of application, e.g.: 


And here we might classify the structure beloved of my 
friend of college days! What reference has this truth to: 


(1) The individual? 


(2) Society? 
(3) The wide world? 


. Under different elements in personality, e.g.: 


The artifices of sin: 
(1) Thought — which it wickedly confuses. 
(2) Feeling — which it dangerously inflames. 
(3) Will —which it perilously ensnares. 
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One does not need to be a pulpit genius to see the living 
flesh that could clothe so bare a skeleton with vigorous 
life. Let a man consult his own heart concerning the gene- 
sis of sin in him, and let him trace also, in some hour of 
burning self-revelation, the way in which smoldering de- 
sire smoothly rationalized its way into his thought and 
finally pushed him over the edge. Biography rushes for- 
ward with other illustrations, but self-knowledge is a 
preacher’s clearest guide. As he traces the dirty thought 
through the tunnels of his mind, his hearers will look at 
him in fearful wonder because he is telling them “all that 
ever they did,” and he himself will be tempted to break a 
chief rule of public speech and utter his thoughts, not look- 
ing the people in the face, but half shamefully looking 
down at his own boots. 

Or one might approach the different elements in per- 
sonality in a sermon calculated to deepen the longing for 
holiness which lies somewhere in the heart of all men. 
How is this to be done? To what parts of a man’s nature 
can the appeal be addressed? To: 


(1) Ambition: Directed aright, this is a good thing. 
“Ye, therefore, shall be perfect . . .” 

(2) Reason: My mind tells me I was made for good- 
ness: this is the way to integration. 

(3) Conscience: The sense of “ought” within me 
points inexorably up. 


Or the spiritual mastery of life may be inculcated by a 
sermon proving that Christianity does not fillet our person- 
alities, but takes the raw material of human instinct and 
touches it redemptively. There are three chief driving 
forces in this nature of ours, and with Christ in control 
they have dignity, beauty, and delight: 
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(1) Self. I matter. I was dear enough to shed the pre- 
cious blood. 

(2) Sex. I am not completely creaturely. I am cocreator 
with God. 

(3) The herd. I belong to others by His ordaining. 
They need me and I need them. 


Anatomy is not beautiful except to the rare enthusiast. 
When the bones of the little princes were discovered in the 
Tower of London, they were just bones. They would not 
have suggested to the uninstructed mind the comely boys 
to whom they belonged. 

Nor does a sermon skeleton suggest very much to those 
uninstructed in our craft. It is just bones. But we know 
their importance, and even the person least interested in 
the technique of our task would admit that there are im- 
portant differences between a baby and a jellyfish. 


4. Under varying periods in time 

Time is one of the major categories of all philosophic 
thought, but, in the sense in which we are employing the 
word here, we may subdivide time into the simple cate- 
gories of common life (past, present, future), and we may 
divide the past into a hundred different “ periods ” accord- 
ing to our knowledge of historical research and according 
also to our historical viewpoint, e.g., 


“Thou hast beset me behind and before, 


And laid thy hand upon me.” 
Ps. 189:5. 


Here is an instance where the categories are actually 
offered in the text: 
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(1) Behind: All my yesterdays are covered. He saves 
me from my soiled past. 

(2) Before: All my tomorrows are anticipated. He is 
undertaking for my future. 

(3) Just here: In this very present He lays his hand 


upon me. 


One can turn into a new year with a singing heart if one 
has a tonic word like that. 

Or one may take a sweep of history and give some solid 
teaching on the nature of the Church by a sermon on 
apostolical succession as understood by evangelicals. Some 
Christians, stemming down in unbroken succession from 
the undivided Church, see the Church as a divine society 
visibly existing on earth and secured in its purity by “ one 
blest chain of loving rite.” Others see it as called into be- 
ing on the initiation of the Word of God and the response 
of faith, and it is focused for them in the doctrine of justi- 
fication sola fide, sola gratia. 

This second conception of the Church might be set out 
in a sermon entitled “ Apostolical Succession as Under- 
stood by Evangelicals ”: 

(1) The Word in Paul. 

(2) The Word in Augustine, 
(8) The Word in Luther. 
(4) The Word in Wesley. 


The way these great figures call to one another across 
the centuries can all be set out — and not least that mo- 
ment about “a quarter to nine of the clock” on May 24, 
1738, when, at the reading of Luther’s Preface to Paul’s 
Epistle to the Romans, the apostolical succession in this 
deep sense was passed on to John Wesley. 

Or — jettisoning the controversy latent in this — one may 
take the same outline to show the spread of the Evangel 
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through the ages, and make it either one sermon, in which 
it would remain “ outline ” even in delivery, or a series, in 
which each era could be treated with some fullness. 

Categorizing in periods of time is almost limitless, 
though a man whose special interest is in history would 
need to watch his enthusiasm (as other men must watch 
theirs) lest it become a structural form from which he 
seldom breaks away. 


5. Under different ways in which a situation can be met 

Almost any conceivable situation in which mortals are 
called upon to act presents them with a number of choices 
— though, usually, a limited number. The clear presenta- 
tion of the situation, and an examination in turn of the 
variant ways in which one might respond, can lead force- 
fully to a plea for the Christian way as the best of all. 

The world outlook may be dark. Indeed, no one may 
know how to act and say, incontrovertibly, this is the 
Christian way. 

Yet there is still a Christian attitude. We can face even 
our perplexities in a Christian or sub-Christian or unchris- 
tian way. We can: 

(1) Give it up. Despair of the future. “Eat, drink, be 

merry.” 

(2) Carry on. It is grim and practically hopeless, but let 

us keep our human dignity. 

(3) Embrace the future. God is on the throne. All will 

ultimately be well. 

Or we may take a similar illustration from the Children 
of Israel at the Red Sea, Ex., ch. 14: 

(1) The people said, “Go back.” 
(2) Moses said, “ Stand still.” 
(3) God said, “Go forward.” 
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We are not here concerned with the flesh and blood of 
these sermons. That later! It is the form of them that mat- 
ters to us now. We have admitted that a sermon can be 
without form and — such is the grace of God — not utterly 
void. 

But it borders on the miraculous. No sermon is really 
strong that is not strong in structure too. 


V. ANALOGY 


We come, finally, to the sermon structure that is all 
analogy. It is not a form to use frequently, though it has 
the highest sanction in the practice of our Lord, and may 
be studied at its best in him. He said: “I am the vine’; 
“Tam the door ”; “ I am the way.” Modern sermons can be 
built on this pattern, and when this is done skillfully and 
freshly they can be most effective: e.g.: “ Life as a Voy- 
age”; “Life as a Cricket Match”; “The Devil as a 
Bowler ”; “ The Christian Life as a Military Campaign ”; 
“The Church as an Organism ” — twenty examples leap to 
mind at once. 

But it is a method easily overused. The analogy often 
gets pressed too far. Enthusiasts with this structure some- 
times run down to details, and may even run down to ab- 
surdities. It is not always simple to know where to draw 
the line. Paul likens the Church to a body, and mentions 
the eye and the hand and the foot. Did the preacher overdo 
it who, handling the same analogy, told some members of 
his congregation, not that they were an eye or a hand ora 
foot, but that they were the tonsils (“We are no worse off 
when you are gone”), and the appendix (“We did not 
know we had you till you caused us trouble”), and the 
artificial teeth (“Sometimes you are in and sometimes you 
are out”)? 


But there are graver dangers even than this roguish 
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“improvement” on Paul. The method can become juve- 
nile. It can be a mosaic of fairly obvious and even trite 
comparisons strung together with the repetitive phrase, 
“And we may liken this to that.” 

Analogical preaching is a genuine type of structure and 
carries the highest authority. It should receive infrequent 
use and most especial care. 


And here we conclude our examination of the main 
structural types. Let it be said again that it should be every 
preacher's aim to add to the structures just so long as they 
are sound and strong enough to bear the weight he wants 
to place upon them. Let it also be borne in mind that, in 
delineating the main structures, we do not contend that 
they have always or usually to be kept “ pure.” We found 
in our classification according to subject matter that an 
actual sermon might include elements from two or three 
sections: e.g., Biblical, ethical, and evangelistic; or doc- 
trinal, philosophic, and evangelistic. We found, also, in 
relating subject matter to structural types, that while, say, 
exposition belongs most naturally to Biblical interpreta- 
tion and argument to apologetics, the structures and the 
subject matter may interlace into scores of varieties. It is 
important to notice now that these main structural types 
we have distinguished combine among themselves. Argu- 
ment is called for, at times, in exposition. An analogy may 
serve to bring out the brilliance of one surface of a sermon 
cut by faceting. If someone, the better to understand what 
we mean, were to ask us to characterize one of our Lord’s 
sermons, for instance, and chose “ The Sower,” we would 
answer at once that He was categorizing within an anal- 
ogy. The mail structure is clearly analogical: human hearts 
likened to soil. But within the analogy he categorizes the 
various kinds of soil: the soil trodden hard by wayfarers, 
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the thin skin of soil on rock, the thorn-choked soil, and the 
good earth. The combination is plain. It is not less plain 
that the range of combinations is almost infinite. We have 
admitted that we cannot hope to have our bone structures 
as varied as the flesh with which we shall clothe them or 
the features that they will finally wear, but let no man con- 
clude that the range of structures is small. 

Only one other question need detain us now. We made 
reference in the early part of this chapter to the three- 
decker construction and have said nothing about it since. 
And yet a surprising number of our illustrative examples 
expressed themselves in three headings. Is this coinci- 
dence — or does it belong in any way to the nature of 
thought? 

Some people think that there is a deep explanation. It 
may be an echo of syllogistic reasoning, which requires, 
as we know, a major premise, a minor premise, and a con- 
clusion — although the three heads of sermons often have 
no other likeness to a syllogism than this coincidence of 
number. The reason may lie even nearer the heart of philo- 
sophic thought, which proceeds, as some believe, by thesis, 
antithesis, and synthesis. The explanation may, indeed, 
transcend all terrestrial things and relate itself to the Holy 
Trinity in most mysterious ways, and reappear in all crea- 
tion as creative idea, creative energy, and creative power.* 

But, on the other hand, it may have an explanation far 
less sublime than these. Two points in a sermon leave 
many men with insufficient material; six points overload 
the people’s mind. There is a certain “ naturalness,” maybe, 
in a threefold division and the prevalence of the custom 
must have some explanation more than custom itself. 

Yet, having conceded so much, it cannot be too emphati- 


8 Cf. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, p. 28. Methuen (Harcourt, 
Brace & Company, 1942), 
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cally asserted that the slavish breaking up of the material 
into three, when nothing in the material itself requires it, is 
stilted, wooden, and tends to monotony. The three-decker 
_construction is really a misnomer in homiletics. It is not a 
true structural type. The threefold division may appear, 
and appear with power, in all our main structures, but it 
is not a structure as such. Unless exposition requires it, or 
argument, or unless you choose to facet with three faces, 
or categorize under three heads, it has no claim of itself 
to be imposed upon material, and the blind following of 
the practice is to be deprecated — even when it is the work 
of distinguished men. 

If, in an expository sermon on the parable of the Prodigal 
Son, you chose to trace the mind and movements of the 
boy thus: 

(1) Sick of home. 

(2) Homesick. 

(3) Home, 
it will do, and it will help because it is fair to the story and 
may make your development and amplification of the 
theme a little more manageable. 

If, with a social subject in mind, you want to categorize 
the various attitudes of people to the world, you might set 
them down like this: 

(1) Those who abuse it: the flagrant sinners of all kinds. 

(2) Those who refuse it: enclosed nuns, monks, and 

Protestants also, afflicted with the wrong kind of 
otherworldliness. 

(3) Those who use it: all who accept God's will in it 

and employ it as a vale of soul making. 

In both cases, the threefold division is natural, adequate, 
and serviceable, but the material invited the divisions. The 
divisions were not imposed on the material. 
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So great a preacher as F. W. Robertson made only the 
slightest use of three headings. Indeed, his own danger 
was to work always with two headings and to become 
confined within that mold. 

Be confined in no mold. See the wide variety spread out 
before you. Observe again the possibilities of combination. 
Come to truth with such freshness and with such mastery 
of structure that no one, hearing you announce your text, 
will be able to say with confidence, “I know how he will 
treat that.” 


IV 
Sermons Classified According to 
Psychological Method 


WE nave classified sermons according to their subject 


matter. 
We have classified sermons according to their structural 


There is still a third way in which we may, and must, 
classify them. We must classify them according to their 
psychological method, i.e., the way in which the preacher 
plants his message deep in his hearers’ minds by studying 
their minds. 

When the subject matter of the sermon is clearly de- 
termined and the preacher’s object in his message plain 
before his eyes; when the structural type, or combination of 
types, has been definitely fixed because that one is clearly 
the best means of conveying the truth, there still remains 
this other question: What is to be the mental and emo- 
tional relationship between the preacher and people? How 
are the little tendrils of personality which reach out from 
one to another to touch, engage, and hold firm? 

Some people would brush such questions impatiently 
aside. They might even tell us that they have been de- 
livering powerful sermons for years and never thought of 
such a thing. In their opinion, a man makes up his mind 
what he wants to say, stands up with a modest bearing, 
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and gets it said as clearly as he can. Having said it, he sits 
down. That is all there is to it. Discussion about psycho- 
logical method seems to them a darkening of counsel with 
words. 

There is more in it than that. Even the man most scorn- 
ful of talk about psychological method is aware, if he is a 
powerful preacher, that there is a moment when he makes 
real contact with his congregation, and a moment later 
when he takes tight hold of them, and a climactic moment 
when he can do with them almost anything he likes. He 
may never have analyzed in his own mind how he does it. 
The Spirit of God working upon a gift of God in nature 
-may enable him to do it without ever considering the 
“how ” of it at all, but he would be foolish to assume that 
there is nothing to study and nothing to learn. 

There is a psychology in actual preaching quite apart 
from the preparation to preach. Why do some men “ grip” 
_ and others fail to grip? The answer to that question may 
be difficult, but the person who just patters about “ mag- 
netic personality” is not even trying to answer it. More- 
_ over, the man with the gift may not himself be aware how 
he uses it, but none of these objections debars us from 
attempting to understand it ourselves. An aura of mystery, 
no doubt, will hang about it at the last, but it will be no 
small help if we can begin to understand the answer and 
make some elements in it altogether plain. 

The progress of a sermon may be measured two ways: 
mentally and emotionally. One can test it by the unfolding 
of the thought; one can test it by the mounting tide. of 
feeling. Some sermons, it is true, make a far lower bid for 
feeling than others, but no real preaching excludes it. Not 
even the profoundest philosophers achieve “ pure thought,” 
and our congregations are never composed entirely of 
philosophers. Moreover, a “ manifestation of the Incarnate 
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Word * cannot be given without feeling — feeling in the 
herald and feeling in the hearers. The progress of the ser- 
mon, therefore, can be measured in either of those ways: 
How does the thought march? How does the feeling 
mount? Clearly, the two should be related. A bad order in 
the importance of the argument will create chaos in the 
rhythm of the feeling. Many a prentice preacher must have 
wondered, after a good start to his sermon, why the thing 
began to sag and the people to fidget uncomfortably in 
the pews. Were the people to blame — or he himself? Hav- 
ing got their attention, how ever did he come to lose it? 
Ought he to be able to say to the people in his heart, “ Give 
me your attention for five minutes and take it away after- 
ward if you can ”? Then what happened today? 

Maybe he has forgotten that if you start on the top rung 
you cannot go any higher and that all your “progress ” 
must be downward. The reaction in the feelings of the 
people was entirely normal. They were going down with 
him, but they reached the bottom before he reached the 
end. 

The relation between the mental and emotional progress 
of the sermon may be tested in another way. People whose 
main interest in life is in ideas, and who go only occasion- 
ally to public worship, sometimes complain at the slow 
progress in the unfolding of a preacher’s thought. To them 
the preacher seems to hang on to an idea overlong. He 
may, in fact, keep returning to the same idea down dif- 
ferent avenues of thought, and hanging, as it were, a 
single truth in varied lights. “I've got that,” they say to 
him in their minds. “I got that five minutes ago. So what? 
Get on!” 

Theological students often react in similar ways. All 
their time is being given to ideas, and religious ones at 
that. They want the thoughts of the sermon to march, not 
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like infantrymen, but like riflemen.° It must be a quickstep 
to suit them. They have no wide experience of handling a 
large and varied congregation. They do not understand, 
as yet, the psychology of the mixed crowd. When the 
argument hangs awhile, time is not being lost. If an ex- 
perienced craftsman is at work, it is instructive to observe 
what he is doing. He is resting the congregation, perhaps, 
after that harder bit of thinking. He is repeating the point 
in a fresh way for the sake of the slower members of the 
flock. He is picking the gallery up and piquing the interest 
of those whose minds are distracted by the cares of the 
week. He is keeping the mental and emotional progress 
parallel. He will not move to the next point until they have 
glowed over this one, and, when they do move, he will 
see that they feel the exhilaration of going up. 

“ Progress ” in the sermon, as this master craftsman un- 
derstands it, is not just progress in the unfolding of his 
ideas to his satisfaction, or even the satisfaction of the 
intellectuals and pseudo intellectuals in his congregation: 
it is the progress of as large a body of the people as he can 
get to move at all, and at as swift a pace as is possible with 
so heterogeneous a crowd. That requires the skillful blend- 
ing of idea and feeling. He is driving two horses. It is no 
small part of his skill to see that they keep together. 

It belongs also to the craft of psychological method to 
see that the progress of the sermon is pointed by sub- 
climaxes as it moves on to the supreme climax of all. In 
those sermons that rigidly argue a case, it is sometimes 
hard to secure the subclimax. Everything awaits the final 
“therefore.” The logic may get heavy. The reasoning may 
be so close-knit that stragglers begin to fall away from the 
main column within five minutes of being on the march. 


® The famous Rifle Regiments of the British Army march farther 
than the normal infantry — 140 to the minute instead of 110. 
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It takes no little craft to keep them together. One must 
rest awhile here on an illustration and smile together, 
maybe, over some whimsical absurdity that comes to light; 
but the measured rest is soon over, and we are off again. 

The subclimaxes are easier in categorizing because every 
category has a climax of its own. The subclimaxes are 
easier still in faceting because every facet has a glory of 
its own. Indeed, in faceting one can often parcel out the 
conclusion of the sermon by minor “ applications” as one 
completes each “face” of the truth, though moving all 
the while to the largest facet of all and gathering the minor 
applications together at the last. 

Climbing Snowdon by some of the routes is not climb- 
ing up all the time. There are minor peaks on the way with 
splendid views. There are strips of the path where you 
run down a little before the steep ascent begins again, and 
more than once you feel, “ This is the top,” and then dis- 
cover the serene peak beckoning you up again. The inter- 
mediate “summits” are lovely and rewarding and well 
worth a rest awhile. But, Y-Wyddfa outtops them all. This 
is the supreme summit. Now you can survey all Snow- 
donia. It was worth every step to see this. 

So with the well-wrought sermon! There are minor peaks 
as we move on to the greatest peak of all: moments of 
thrill and vision, but, all the while, the inviting prospect 
of more and better to come. So preacher and people mount 
the slope together, refreshed by the intermediate vistas, 
but eager for the sovereign vision which shall crown it all. 

Four main psychological methods may be distinguished: 


I. Authoritative. 
II. Persuasive. 
III. Co-operative. 
IV. Subversive. 
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We shall notice here, as in the previous classifications, 
that the sections are not rigidly exclusive. A sermon may 
easily include elements of two or three. We shall notice, 
also, that just as one structural type attached itself most 
naturally to one section of the subject matter (e.g., exposi- 
tion to Biblical interpretation, and argument to apolo- 
getics), so one of these psychological methods will attach 
itself more naturally to one of the structural types (e.g., 
authoritative to exposition, and persuasive to argument). 
But, again, there will be no exclusiveness about it. It adds 
to the infinite variety of sermons that these methods inter- 
weave, and a message broken up by categorizing can be 
an adventure in co-operative thinking, and an argument 
against the faith can be skillfully undermined by a sub- 
versive attack. 

Let us look at each of the methods in turn. Their com- 
bination and unusual use must all wait upon an under- 
standing of what they are in themselves. 


\ 
\ 


I. AUTHORITATIVE 


The expositor of the written Word must be a teacher. 
The man whose task it is to explain the doctrines of the 
Church must be an educationist. Inevitably, therefore, 
when the preacher comes of set purpose to make authori- 
tative meaning clear, his method must be didactic. 

The odor of the schoolroom — which some people find 
slightly unpleasant — hangs around this word, but the 
line the preacher must take can be made clear if we mark 
the dangers of too much pedagogy — and too little. 

The preacher must have authority. Is he not the herald 
of a Great King? Is not the awesome conviction in his 
mind, “God has sent me”? Do not the faithful members 
of the flock, convinced that God calls men to be preachers 
of his Word, carry in their minds also the acknowledg- 


Sermons Classified by Psychological Method 109 


ment, “ God has sent him ”? Is it not clear, therefore, that 
authority must mark the preacher of the Word? 

But it is not an authority that the man has to assert in 
words himself. The authority is in his office and in his 
work. Because it is the Word of God he is expounding, it 
must have weight, and power, and sway. He does not 
vend the Word: he proclaims it. He does not hawk it: he 
announces it. He does not timidly proffer the divine mes- 
sage: he placards it in the face of all men. 

Few things are more sad to observe in the pulpit than 
a man half apologetic for his gospel, who hesitatingly 
brings something out of the treasury of God in the manner 
of one saying, “You don’t want this, I suppose? ” Imagine 
a teacher addressing her youthful pupils on the multipli- 
cation tables and saying: “Would you mind believing 
this? I should be so much obliged.” 1 

There are times when the note of authority is called for, 
and it is called for supremely in the proclamation of the 
Word of God. Proclaim it, therefore! Tell it out! “Thus 
saith the Lord.” There is that in man which inwardly 
craves the note of authority. He might resent it from an- 
other man, but he concedes its fittingness if it comes from 
God. If that is the Word of God, let me know. Do not offer 
it “ upon approval ” because my wayward heart will never 
approve. Face me with it! Compel my attention! Give me 
no peace until I find peace in Him! 

But notice this! Because that awful authority belongs to 
the preacher's office, he must be forever on his guard 
against the sinful supposition that the authority belongs 
to himself. The most grievous consequences can follow 
from this confusion. If it be a pitiful thing to see a man in 
the pulpit half apologizing for his gospel, it is a worse 
thing to see a man appropriating the authority that be- 
longs to him as a representative and attaching it to his 
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own unimportant opinions. Something quite offensive ob- 
trudes into his manner then. “I’m telling you,” he seems 
to say, and the “I” looms uncommonly large. He seems 
to thrust himself forward in a way that creates revulsion 
in the mind of many people and his hearers adopt a men- 
tal attitude of opposition. “I don’t care if he is right,” they 
feel. “I won't take it from him.” 

The distinction between the herald proclaiming his 
King’s message and the braggart proclaiming his own mes- 
sage cannot really be confused. The man knows the dif- 
ference in himself and the hearers know the difference 
also. In the one case there is no self-assertion: the man is 
clearly humble and not a little bewildered that God should 
use him as a mouthpiece. His authority is clearly derived. 
He speaks out with awful boldness, but somehow he does 
not fill the picture. It is easy to forget him altogether and 
find yourself dealing with God alone. 

In the other case, it seems all self-assertion. Pomposity 
clothes the preacher. He is aware of his gifts and “I can 
do this” is the overtone of so much that he says. The 
people turn from him, not because they resent the au- 
thority of God’s messenger, but because they resent the 
assumption of authority by the messenger himself. 

From the shoals of timidity and diffidence on the one 
hand, and the rocks of egotism on the other, the preacher 
will carefully keep away, most especially when his mes- 
sage in preaching calls for the authoritative method. He 
is plainly teaching with the highest warrant. This is the 
word of God through his Book. This is the word of God 
through his Church. The preacher is laying it down in no 
uncertain way, but he is only the herald. “ Take no notice 
of me,” his whole manner clearly says, “but, as you value 


your soul, take heed to my words, for this is the message of 
the Great King.” 
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II. Persuasive 


But the preacher is not always a simple expositor. There 
are times, as we have seen, when he argues a case. The 

congregation is now, not a set of pupils in a classroom, but 
one huge jury. He means to get the right verdict from 
them all. 

There is no concealment of his purpose. Just as the jury 
in a court of law know quite well who is the counsel for 
the prosecution and who for the defense, so with this 
psychological method in preaching. The aim is announced. 
Quite early in the sermon the preacher makes it clear 
what it is that he is going to show or prove, and what 
course of action he is eager that his hearers shall adopt. 

The old question discussed among preachers as to 
whether or not it is best to announce one’s divisions be- 
forehand is all answered in this study of psychological 
method. In persuasion — yes! One may leave out the an- 
nouncement of the intermediate steps until one comes to 
them in order to have the element of surprise in reserve, 
but there can be no surprise about the major aim. In this 
method, that must be clear from the start. All the power 
of the preacher in memory, mind, and will is bent to per- 
suade; all the resources of heaven he calls to his aid that 
the will of his hearers may resolutely move in the right 
way. 

Yet it is possible to convince a man’s mind and not con- 
strain his will. One’s logic may be mentally irresistible and 
yet a danger to one’s cause. The defenses that the hard- 
pressed soul puts up may be read from his mind like an 
open book, spoken aloud, and then smashed before his 
face. At the last, he knows he is mentally beaten, and yet 
he will not give in. The will, “ the keep of the castle,” as 
we called it in Chapter II, has not surrendered. All the 
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outer battlements are taken, but he will not haul the flag 


down. 

Every able preacher bears that final obduracy in his 
thought. Somehow, he must convince the mind and not 
antagonize the will. He must not allow his hearers to re- 
tain a whole heart in opposition. He must get within the 
defenses of the keep. Logic cannot do this. Love is the only 
artifice here — the supernatural love that God gave him 
for the souls of men when he made him a preacher: the 
love that surges in his heart at worship when he faces his 
people and feels as though his arms could shoot out and 
embrace them all. 

Never does the preacher's love for the souls of men have 
freer play than when he deliberately sets out to persuade. 
The naked heart of God which he has seen displayed in 
the cross is all before him now. God loved as much as that. 
He died in agony for these men and women. The angels 
in heaven wait to rejoice over one sinner that repents. One 
must repent tonight. “ God give me one! At least one! ” 

So he bends himself to his task: exposes the weak ex- 
cuses of sin in the minds of his hearers, yet does it with 
such tenderness that he never antagonizes them but seems 
to say all the time, “I have been guilty of such folly my- 
self.” So he goes on until his voice seems their own voice, 
the voice of a long-dead self, but a self strangely rising 
into new life. They stir into soliloquy. “No longer is the 
preacher speaking outside me or against me. It is my best 
self he is pleading and all the accusations are in my con- 
science now. My heart is capitulating almost before my 
mind. I want to be convinced. Preacher, I’m on your side! 
Bid me come. The voice of God is in your voice. Bid me 
come and not all the powers of hell shall hold me back.” 

This is the place where “the wooing note” comes into 
preaching. It is not so much a matter of choosing words, 
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still less is it a matter of elocution. It is the longing for 
souls planted in a man’s heart by the Holy Spirit and kept 
intense by much secret prayer. It will out! Every guilty 
sinner knows it. “This man cares for me. He is pleading 
like a father with his wayward son. I will arise and go to 
my Father.” 

It needs hardly to be said that evangelical preaching 
calls for this method of approach. It demands persuasion 
— but so also do social and apologetic preaching in their 
somewhat different way. Among the structural types it 
is intimately related to argument, but almost every type 
invites it when the closing moments come. 


III. Co-opERATIVE 


It troubles some preachers that the pulpit is separated 
from the pews and lifted high above them. They feel that 
it creates a gulf between themselves and the people. The 
actual physical gulf seems to suggest to the people, they 
fear, that there is a mental and spiritual gulf as well. How 
to get on the same level as the people is their aim: How 
to make it clear that preachers are men of like passions 
and perplexities with the troubled souls within the pews. 

The psychological approach to preaching that we have 
called “ co-operative ” is one way of overcoming this diffi- 
culty. It is best explained, perhaps, in the mental attitude 
that the preacher adopts. He is not now the preacher as 
teacher. He is not now the preacher as advocate. He is 
now the preacher as perplexed man. 

The sermon often begins with a puzzling text, or a prob- 
lem of life, or a difficulty of belief, or a seemingly insoluble 
social question. In any case, it brings a pucker to the brow. 
The preacher does not start like a teacher with the answer 
all prepared, and an answer which is to be taken on au- 
thority. He does not begin like a partisan, saying in effect, 
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“This is my view and I want you to share it also.” He 
begins just with the pucker. “Phew!” he says, “what do 
we make of this? ” and he begins by putting himself men- 
tally alongside the people, apparently as dismayed as they 
are by the problem which is raised. 

He sets it out, first, by simple thesis and antithesis in 
order to make the perplexing difficulty of it still plainer 
to any who has not felt it already. For a few minutes it 
gets darker than it was before. 

Keeping to the collective “we,” he begins to lead them 
in the search for an answer. He makes it, by his manner, 
a common quest. “ We can start here. We all agree about 
this.” He moves on to a clearer path by apparently casual 
phrases like: “Do you suppose . . . ?” “Of course, we 
might consider .. .” Presently, the quest warms up! 
Clearly, we are on the scent of something good. It is not 
so perplexing as it seemed. It is, in fact, positively illumi- 
nating. The keenness of the people increases as the un- 
raveling goes on. The pace quickens. A little breath- 
less, maybe, but wonderfully exhilarated by the search, 
preacher and people burst together on the complete solu- 
tion and share the delight in finding what they had so 
arduously sought. 

If there is a danger in the authoritative method of ap- 
pearing to talk down to the people, if there is a danger 
in the persuasive method arising from the fact that one so 
obviously holds a brief, both are guarded against here. 
The quest of truth is made a common task of preacher and 
people. When the congregation see that pucker on their 
minister's face, they know within themselves that he needs 
their help in solving the problem (!), and the effort has 
almost the excitement for them of a detective story. 

The method has dangers, of course. It requires the 
highest degree of preparation. A man must know with 
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precision where he is going. The uncertainty is only in 
the phrasing. The “discoveries” must be clear, definite, 
recognizable, and, in their cumulative effect, fully satis- 
fying. If a man gets lost in the maze himself, or gives the 
impression after the first few minutes of not knowing 
where to turn, he will achieve the precisely opposite effect 
from the one which he desires. He may even leave his 
people wondering why he chose a subject he could not 
handle, and raised perplexities he could not solve. 

But, done well, it is fine preaching. Never do pulpit and 
pew seem nearer together, nor a congregation so much in 
its minister's heart and hand. 


IV. SuBVERSIVE 


This is a method to be used sparingly and only after 
men have had a great deal of experience in preaching. 
Even then it requires an unusual congregation if it is to 
achieve its full effectiveness. 

Put quite simply, the method is this. The preacher as- 
sumes an intellectual position that he does not really hold, 
but that he has the best cause for knowing is held by other 
people; e.g.: that the Bible is not a dependable guide to 
conduct; that the fear of the Lord has nothing to do with 
wisdom; that teetotalers are a lot of silly cranks; that book- 
makers are benefactors of society. 

Placing himself in the position of people who hold one 
of these views, he begins ostensibly to argue for it. He 
gathers together the poor reasons that support that opin- 
ion, and one by one he tries to make the most of them. 
After each point, and almost as an aside, he is obliged as an 
honest man to make certain damaging admissions against 
the point already made. The admission invariably makes 
the previous point nonsensical, but he “labors on” until 
the sheer absurdity of the thing topples over in his hearers’ 
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minds and the case he had apparently embraced collapses 
by his own skillful undermining. 

As the method may be a little obscure without illustra- 
tion, let me give a hint or two of how it works. 

Imagine a man setting out to prove that the promoters 
of football pools are public-spirited gentlemen whose 
whole concern is to help the country by providing the 
people with a harmless occupation on winter evenings, 
and whose deep desire, even at a loss to themselves, is “ to 
scatter plenty oer a smiling land.” 

One could begin with a cut at those spoilsports who 
object to people’s spending two or three evenings a week 
working out their permutations (though it must be reluc- 
tantly admitted that they could greatly widen their edu- 
cation and usefulness if those three evenings were spent 
in another way). 

One could point to the people who have won reasonably 
sized prizes in this great agency of human good will 
(though it is not to be denied that they are only two per 
cent of the whole). 

It should not be overlooked that the generous promoters 
of these golden schemes offer a fortune for so small a sum 
as a penny (though a silly fellow interested in math has 
worked it out that the chance of forecasting fourteen cor- 
rect results in the penny points’ pool is 4,782,969 to one). 

Nor should it be forgotten that these largehearted mil- 
lionaires are providing work for thousands of people 
(though somebody at the Ministry of Labor takes the view 
that the 80,000 clerks employed in the 300 pool factories 
might all be doing something useful for the nation in its 
time of economic need). 

It is a lying insinuation to suggest that the pool pro- 
moters are gamblers (because, of course, their profits are 
sure: whoever wins or loses they always win: their “ rake- 
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off” is a first charge on the sixty million pounds a year 
that change hands in this way). | 

Nor can the Government grumble. Do not the people 
who support the pools send 8,000,000 to 9,000,000 letters 
a week and keep the post office busy supplying the postal 
orders? (though there are foolish fellows who actually be- 
lieve that the post office could be better employed and 
the sixty million used for cancer research). 

Enough has been said to show how the method works. 

Its dangers are quite patent. 

In a general congregation, a slow-witted person might 
actually suppose that you were supporting the practice 
you pretended to embrace, and either take up the habit 
you were undermining or lose faith in your soundness of 
moral judgment. It is possible to be too smart. Daniel 
Defoe found that. In the days when “ Dissenters” were 
persecuted in England, and their rigid exclusion from all 
forms of public office was warmly advocated, Defoe wrote 
a pamphlet, The Shortest Way with the Dissenters. It 
advocated, not repressing the Dissenters, but exterminat- 
ing them altogether. Defoe hoped, by the help of irony, to 
laugh the persecutors out of court. Unhappily, he had the 
misfortune to be taken seriously and to hear his work 
lauded from the pulpit. Samuel Butler met with a similar 
experience when he published The Fair Haven. Irony 
requires a select audience. 

The subversive method must be used, therefore, with 
restraint, and one must be sure of the mental quickness of 
the whole congregation. I have found it effective with con- 
gregations in college chapels. Chapel was not compulsory, 
perhaps, but some constraint had been put upon the men 
to come. Not a few came unwillingly and prided them- 
selves on being unorthodox. Their attention could be ar- 
rested by a preacher who seemed as unorthodox as them- 
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selves. Once caught, it was not hard to hold their interest. 
The artifice of it was clear to them in five minutes but, in 
this unusual way, the truth was punched home. 


So we conclude our classification of sermons according 
to psychological method. Let it be said again that the same 
sermon may include more than one approach. The au- 
thoritative and the persuasive can so easily blend. The 
subversive or the co-operative may both of them provide 
the method of one section of a sermon whose main ap- 
proach really belongs elsewhere. 

Combinations may come as they will. Our immediate 
aim has been to see the methods “ pure.” 

It should now be possible for us to put almost any ser- 
mon upon the dissecting table and dismember it. We 
should be able to tell its blend in subject matter, its gen- 
eral architecture, and its psychological approach. The 
constant reading of other people’s sermons is not to be 
commended to preachers, but the occasional dissection of 
a published sermon is most excellent practice. 

Do not be depressed if, as a beginner, you do not find 
it easy to classify the parts. The anatomy of sermons is by 
no means so simple or constant as that of the human frame. 

But it is rewarding. 

Put a sermon by a master on your table. Question it. 
What was he after? How did he go for it? By what means 
did he secure his effects? How strong is its central struc- 
ture? 

With the threefold classification in mind, you have the 
instrument that will dismember every part. 


V 
The Beginning of the Sermon 


Ir 1s impossible to exaggerate the importance of the 
beginning of the sermon. Most of our hearers give us their 
attention at the start. However convinced they may be 
that preaching is boring, hope springs eternal and the 
thought lingers in the mind of the most blasé that perhaps 
on this occasion something of the awful majesty and arrest- 
ing power they would associate with a message from God 
may be evident in what the preacher has to say. If he 
does not take firm grip of their attention in the first few 
minutes, how can he hope to hold it to the end? 

It will be well if we settle our minds now about the 
question: Should one always take a text? 

Not always! —but nearly always. The definition of 
preaching which we found nearest to the ideal (though, 
even then, not entirely comprehensive ) laid down that it 
was “a manifestation of the Incarnate Word, from the 
written Word.” There will be times when a man must 
preach upon a theme without being able to give a textual 
indication of where he is working. He will be at all the 
greater pains on those rare occasions to make sure that he 
is in harmony with the whole tenor of the written Word, 
but he cannot pin his purpose down to a text. Let him 
announce his subject at those particular times with no 
opening reference to the Bible at all, but let his whole 
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treatment of the theme leave his hearers in no doubt of 
his utter loyalty to the authority which all evangelical 
preachers accept. 

We mentioned earlier that there are four common ways 
in which texts are treated in preaching. They can be: 


1. The whole area of the sermon. 

2. A genuine Starting point for a subject it raises. 

3. A “motto ” — with a discernible relation to what is said. 

4. A point of complete departure and used only of con- 
vention. 


Let us look at this fourfold use of texts in greater detail. 

The first use is pure exposition of the text. It is the high 
and sometimes hard task of making meaning clear. It 
specializes in the flavor of words and phrases. It deals with 
the nuance and with the overtone and undertone. It is the 
particular sphere of the linguistic scholar, though by no 
means his exclusive preserve. It aims to scoop the sense 
from the chosen phrase. Full success is achieved when the 
people depart after worship knowing clearly the purport 
of that fragment of Scripture and how it relates to their 
own daily lives. 

The second use is not purely expository, though it is 
closely akin to it. The preacher takes a text and converts 
it into one pregnant phrase which expresses the subject of 
his sermon. The text and the phrase are closely related, 
though the phrase does not claim to be a whole exposition 
of everything in the text. It is an important subject sug- 
gested by the text, and the subject is the theme of all the 
preacher has to say; e.g.: 


Text: “Behold, the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto 
me according to thy word.” Luke 1:38. 
Theme: Self-abandonment to the divine will. 
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Text: “Speak no more unto me of this matter.” Deut. 
3:26. 
Theme: When God says, “ No.” 


Text: “We are witnesses of these things; and so is the 
Holy Spirit, whom God hath given to them that 
obey him.” Acts 5:32. 

Theme: Obedience is the way to receive the Holy Spirit. 


The legitimacy of the third use of a text I have distin- 
guished is still warmly debated by the masters of our craft. 
There are those who hold (as I do myself) that the use of 
a text here is legitimate. There are others who argue that 
it comes to “twisting the Scriptures” and ought to be let 
alone. 

It is not exposition. It cannot even be said that the 
chosen theme is in the text employed. There is a certain 
congruity between the phrase out of its context and the 
theme of the sermon, and those preachers who like a link 
at all times with the Holy Book make the connection and 
go ahead. I cannot condemn the practice just so long as 
the man knows what he is doing and lets his hearers know 
what he is doing too. John Wesley’s sermon on “The 
Catholic Spirit ” is a case in point. It is one of the noblest 
sermons he ever preached. It breathes a catholicity beyond 
the dreams of some who make more frequent use of the 
word; but it is no exposition of the text, and catholicity, 
in John Wesley’s sense, is not even implied in it. He takes 
a text concerning Jehu: “And when he was departed 
thence, he lighted on Jehonadab the son of Rechab com- 
ing to meet him; and he saluted him, and said to him, Is 
thy heart right, as my heart is with thy heart? And Jeho- 
nadab answered, It is. If it be, give me thy hand.” II Kings 
10:15. 

Wesley was honest with his hearers. He makes it quite 
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clear (par. 12) that he is not expounding the words as 
Jehu used them. He is well aware that Jehu is soaked in 
blood and possibly on his way to another massacre. Falling 
in with that fierce fanatic Jehonadab, Jehu sees the chance 
of making a useful ally, and the conversation has more to 
do with a cunning politician “using” a religious zealot 
than it has to do with catholicity. 

Wesley was well aware of that, but he openly tossed 
that fact aside. Quoting the words, “Is thy heart right, as 
my heart is with thy heart? ” he inquires, “ What should a 
follower of Christ understand thereby, when he proposes 
it to any of his brethren? . . .” and all the sermon nobly 
answers that. 

I say again that I do not think this practice illegitimate 
so long as everyone understands what is happening, but 
it should never be a common habit with a preacher. Regu- 
larly to treat Bible texts as pegs on which to hang our own 
ideas would be a sad misuse of the written Word. 

The fourth use of a text is blatant mishandling of Scrip- 
ture in a way no honest craftsman could condone. It does 
deliberate despite to the Word of God. It rips a phrase 
from its context and from the whole tenor of the Scrip- 
tures, and often uses it as a pretext for saying things that 
were not worth saying in the pulpit at any time. One won- 
ders why men embarking on such a shabby enterprise take 
a text at all. Is it just convention? Do they hope to clothe 
their shallow thoughts in the majesty of Scripture? Are 
the devout to be deceived by such a soiled artifice? 

One example of such unworthy work will be enough. 
I recall the instance of a German preacher, in the arid 
early years of the nineteenth century when the gospel had 
almost been lost in the land of Luther, announcing as his 
text one Easter morning: “Now on the first day of the 
week cometh Mary Magdalene early, while it was yet dark, 
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unto the tomb,” John 20:1. His theme was “The Benefits 
of Early Rising.” He had nothing to say about the resur- 
rection. He talked entirely to the tune, “It is nice to get 
up in the morning ”! 

Let us add as preachers another phrase to the liturgy: 
“From all mishandling of thy Holy Word, good Lord, 
deliver us.” 

We have admitted that there are rare occasions when 
a man is constrained to speak on a theme for which he 
cannot, however intimate his knowledge of Scripture, find 
an exact text or even a natural starting point. He might 
want to discuss the proper attitude of one denomination 
to another — but the New Testament has nothing directly 
to say upon that, if only because the Church, in settled 
divisions, was not so much as dreamed of in New Testa- 
ment times. Or the preacher might want to raise the ques- 
tion with his people, “Is it our duty as Christians to sup- 
port the United Nations?” and, again, no natural text 
might leap to his mind. 

Let him go ahead without one. So long as the teaching 
of the Bible overarches all he says, and the clear orienta- 
tion of his sermon is always to God and God’s will, it is 
enough. God will honor his faithfulness and the Word 
will not return void. 


The announcement of a text, however, does not settle 
the question of how the sermon actually begins. It is true 
that a preacher has nothing better to give to his congrega- 
tion than his text, but, having given it, that vital matter of 
the start still confronts him. How shall he begin? By what 
means can he make sure that the mild, or more than mild, 
interest of the people shall not be thrown away but held, 
deepened, excited, inflamed even? 

The beginning of the sermon has already been deter- 
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mined in part by the structural type. The kind of porch, 
if any, that the house will have is normally fixed by the 
architectural style you adopt. Not all houses have, or need, 
a lodge gate and a long drive up to the door. Not all have 
a porch or a “ hall.” Into many cottage homes you can step 
in a stride from the street to the fireside —and useful 
dwellings many of them are. 

The idea of some preachers that all sermons must have 
an “introduction ” is nonsense. If the subject demands it, 
it must have it, but be glad when it is quite unnecessary 
and you can step swiftly in. Years ago I used to pass on my 
way to my church a wee house with an enormous porch. 
I see it in my mind’s eye as I write. Great Corinthian pillars 
complete with acanthus leaves supported a baroque por- 
tico which would have given shelter from the rain for half 
a platoon of soldiers. On the other side of this enormous 
porch was something like the cheapest kind of council 
house. I always smiled as I went by. It reminded me of 
two things: the man who began to build and had not 
wherewith to finish, and, also, certain sermons I have 
heard. All introduction! Ornate splendor round the door 

. and next to nothing on the other side! The little 
house by itself could be warm and welcoming and snug. 
But after that ridiculous porch! 

It is a parable. There are small sermons. Minor duties 
must receive pulpit emphasis at times. But they do not 
remain small when they are related to God. Sweeping a 
room for him and his laws, George Herbert tells us, “ makes 
. . . the action fine.” But those sermons do not call for 
elaborate porches. Just get in! 

The way in which structural type and psychological 
method determine the start is clear on a moment’s re- 
flection. If the sermon argues a case and is persuasive in 
method, the thesis must be quickly announced and some 


The Beginning of the Sermon 125 


indication given of the road that is to be traveled. One 
need not give a detailed map of the whole route at the 
beginning; some surprises can be left to the journey itself. 
But the main route must be plain: “We are going there! 
I want you all to come with me.” 

If, on the other hand, one is raising some question 
of Christian philosophy and employing the co-operative 
method, one cannot announce where one is going. The 
method forbids. We — preacher and people — are looking 
for the answer together. Something of perplexity must 
mark the clear setting-out of the problem, though some- 
thing of hope as we all begin the search. 

Both methods of beginning, of course, have their dan- 
gers. It is fine, in a way, to know from the start what the 
preacher is after and the route he means to take, yet it 
can be very boring to look down a straight road for three 
miles and find nothing inviting in view. Some element of 
surprise must be kept in reserve when the route is known, 
but, more than this, the theme itself must not be obvious. 
If a man chooses to argue a thesis that nobody contests, he 
is almost certainly doomed to dullness from the start. The 
argumentative structure and persuasive method is nor- 
mally called for by some message not easy to receive, or a 
truth that even a Christian congregation may be inclined 
at times to doubt. If, therefore, a man announces that he 
will grapple with a certain problem that obviously strains 
faith, the people need to know what he is seeking to do 
and are glad of an early indication of the route. They are 
ready to set out, with him because the wonder is in their 
mind: “Can he prove it? Is it in the Scriptures? Is it con- 
firmed in experience? ” But marshaling arguments to prove 
what is either obvious or does not matter anyhow is foolish 
in essence and begins in the same boredom with which it 
will surely end. 
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On the other hand, the danger a man is in who pro- 
pounds a really perplexing problem but employs the co- 
operative method is not less real, and it meets him as 
surely at the beginning as it meets the man who works the 
other way. Unless he takes swift and firm grip, and can 
get the people aware of the problem to be solved, and 
aware also of its importance to them, they will be wonder- 
ing all the time what he is after. Unless he has pace right 
from the beginning, and makes fairly swift transitions to 
quite real “discoveries” of the way out, the clouds will 
thicken about that bewildered congregation and, not 
knowing where they are really starting, they will know 
neither the route nor the end. 

If we keep both these dangers in mind, the sailing chan- 
nel between them will be plain. Like the modest pilot to 
whom the gushing passenger remarked, “ You must know 
every rock and sandbank in this estuary,” we can quietly 
answer: “I don’t. I know only where the deep water is.” 


But having made it plain that the beginning of the 
sermon is really determined for us already by the struc- 
tural type and psychological method we choose to em- 
ploy, let us look at what are, in point of fact, common and 
legitimate ways to begin. 

Some reference to the setting of the text is often called 
for. It is especially called for in exposition. Ripping a text 
from a sentence or paragraph is a dangerous occupation 
at any time. It is dubious if any other book than the Bible 
would be treated in that way. Moreover, while the versi- 
fication of the Bible, as most students will agree, was a 
necessary piece of mechanism for its close study and wide 
reference, yet it shared little of the inspiration that at- 
tended the writing of the book itself. Verse endings and 
chapter endings come, at times, in most grotesque posi- 
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tions, and it was no small service on the part of the re- 
visers to put the Bible back into the paragraphings of its 
Own sense. 

‘Even so, the expositor, in taking his verse or phrase, is 
usually compelled to relate it to what went before. Honest 
dealing with the Word and with the people requires it. 
But let it be done swiftly. The tedious repetition in one’s 
own words of the whole passage (which the people prob- 
ably heard ten minutes before as one of the lessons) is a 
waste of time and a waste of their precious interest. One 
cannot grip that way — and these are the moments to grip. 

His context made clear, the expositor can move swiftly 
to the actual elucidation of the phrase he has chosen to 
expound. 

Now let us assume that it is not an expository sermon, 
but one in which the text is employed to suggest a theme. 
The announcement of the theme must come as quickly as 
possible. Indeed, some able preachers make a practice of 
announcing their text and saying at once, “My subject 
is . . .” They give the theme in their first phrase. No small 
part of their toilsome preparation has been the making of 
that one fecund phrase. They announce it, therefore, right 
away and the sermon has begun. No winding drive to the 
front door. No porch. They step in. 

The difference between the man who starts with his 
context and the man who starts with his subject is often 
related to a deeper difference than has appeared as yet. 
It may indicate the way they want to work. If it is possible 
to begin in Ur of the Chaldees and end in London, it is 
just as legitimate to begin in Birmingham and end in 
Jerusalem. One can work from the normal facts of our 
day-to-day life, but arrive at the green hill “without a 
city wall.” Or one can begin at the place of the skull and 
end with Tom Smith flying the Atlantic in a plane. 
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Let us suppose that a man is preaching on faith. He 
can begin by asserting that “all life is by faith.” He 
can point out the absurdity of supposing that faith belongs 
only to religion. Faith belongs to getting on a bus — faith 
that the driver is really capable. Faith belongs to going 
into a restaurant — faith that the food is wholesome and all 
it pretends to be. Faith belongs to sending the children 
to school — faith that the teacher will not hang evil pic- 
tures on the walls of their minds or curse them with some 
terrible inferiority. Faith belongs to getting married — 
faith in the one you choose to be the lifelong mate of all 
your joys and sorrows. Faith culminates in religion. 

Up and up the preacher goes! From earth to heaven. 
From a bus ride to the beatific vision. It is a legitimate 
path to take; it has the great merit of starting where the 
people are. Do they not all use buses? But it gets, at the 
last, to an empty tomb and an ascended Christ. 

Yet the preacher could have worked precisely the other 
way. He could have begun, not on a bus in London, but in 
a caravan at Ur of the Chaldees. He could begin with the 
text, “Abraham . . . went out, not knowing whither he 
went,” Heb. 11:8, and he could sketch with clean, deft 
strokes the great renunciation all those centuries ago of a 
man truly sensitive to the touch of the living God. Much is 
known of Ur now. All the material is there. “See him go- 
ing! Where? He doesn’t know! Why? God has called him. 
He goes in faith.” 

Beginning at Ur of the Chaldees, the preacher can end 
in Manchester, Leeds, or Birmingham, with some young 
man or woman giving his or her heart to God and starting 
on the pilgrim way. 

And again the method is permissible. One way has the 
advantage of beginning where the people are. The other 
has the advantage of ending where the people are. The 
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second method, with such a theme as faith, intrigues the 
most hesitant preacher of evangelism to say, “Come.” 
Both ways have their merits and wise men employ them 
both. 


We promised, however, to discuss in more fullness at 
this stage what is called “life-situation preaching.” We 
took the view that this is not a new kind of preaching 
either in subject matter or in structural type, nor in psy- 
chological method. In subject matter it is normally ethical, 
in structural type it is usually argumentative; in psycho- 
logical method it is almost always co-operative. 

Nonetheless, it is a combination among our classifica- 
tions that is full of interest and practical worth. It is 
treated here because it is essentially a starting point, and 
a gripping one at that. 

The exponents of life-situation preaching are often criti- 
cal of pure exposition. They are too critical. In pressing 
their own approach they have rendered a real service. In 
supposing that their approach is the only one they go 
grievously wrong. 

They criticize a man who begins with the setting of his 
text on the ground that the congregation has not the slight- 
est interest in Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, or any other Old 
Testament character. “While you are dawdling in the 
past, and getting excited in your professional way over 
scraps of Hebrew history, the attention of your people is 
already slipping. Those men and women in front of you 
are nearly all facing problems. One woman has begun a 
dangerous liaison with a married man. That widow is 
seething with resentment because her only son wants to 
get married. That man works for an irate boss who expects 
him to lie for him on occasion. That girl is smoldering with 
sex and has begun to think that her past firmness in moral 
conviction is only prudery and that she will miss her 
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chance of being wed unless she is more free with the boys. 
... A problem in nearly every pew. Face them! Face 
them one by one! Start your sermon by sketching the prob- 
lem. It is not a theoretical problem. It is practical, living, 
urgent. That is where people want your help. Even when 
you are dealing with a problem that is not his own, every 
man will feel the thrust of your words upon someone else, 
and will long for the answer. Bring preaching close to life. 
That is the urgent need today. Nothing so much as this 
would make the pulpit powerful once more. . . .” 

We need not agree with everything that is said here to 
concede that a case has been made out. The preaching 
that never deals with “life situations” is sadly remote 
from life, and every man facing the same congregation 
regularly should remember this way of approach. The 
sermon begins with the problem in a picture: “I read in 
the newspaper last week . . .” “A man said to me the 
other day . . .” “ Before I entered the ministry, and when 
I was in business life, I was once faced with this situa- 
tion . . .” There it is! It must not be so plain, of course, 
that other people in the congregation could at once iden- 
tify the pew in which the living problem sat, but vital 
and common enough to be of interest to all, and not easy 
of solution. Grapple with that! The people will sit up as 
you set it out, and hang with eagerness on the words of 
any man who has a satisfying answer. It does not begin 
with the Bible, even though a text may have been an- 
nounced, but, if it is well done, the tie-up with the Bible 
is plain before the sermon comes to its close. If the an- 
swer is given clearly, fearlessly, and yet tenderly, all are 
grateful. The person whose actual problem it is will re- 
member that sermon until the day of his death. 

The gains of this way of beginning can easily be set out. 
One does not need to get the people’s attention: one is so 
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close to life that one has it already. Moreover, the needs 
of people cry aloud for this kind of specific help. Many 
magazines and periodicals employ a personal adviser, who 
invites the readers to write and pose their particular prob- 
lems. The replies are often published, and while they 
are kind and well-meaning, they are seldom radical or 
adequate, and there is hardly any mention of God. Yet 
almost all real problems are problems of religion in the 
end. If the needs of people were being met in an adequate 
way in the pulpits, these anxious people would receive 
much more effective help. Nor do the gains end here. The 
bias of some men in preaching is always to deal with vast 
questions. Unaware of it probably themselves, they paint 
always on an immense canvas, and world affairs occupy 
their whole thought. Dealing in the pulpit with personal 
problems would keep these preachers nearer to the peo- 
ple, and nearer to individual need. A devout American 
told me once that through a period of grave anxiety in his 
life he went to church Sunday after Sunday and heard 
every single morning some aspect of Britain’s mishandling 
of India discussed in the pulpit: Mr. Gandhi, the poor 
Moslems, the outcastes, infant mortality, the wages of tea 
pickers — never a word matched to his personal need. 
There are preachers like that in England too, and the cure 
for them in both continents is a more frequent use of that 
method of preaching which grapples with personal prob- 
lems and keeps a man’s feet on the earth. If, in the solu- 
tion of the problems, a man has knowledge and skill 
enough to employ the insights and techniques that Chris- 
tian psychology has placed at his hand, his usefulness un- 
der God can hardly be measured. He will avoid, of course, 
the jargon of psychology, and avoid also the impression 
of merely “ using ” religion to attain certain states of men- 
tal well-being, but, in its subordinate place, psychology 
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will serve his ends. Especially in those sermons that we 
classified as “ How to” sermons will he find it of constant 
use. The precise explanation of the way to achievement 
utilizes all our knowledge of the workings of the human 
mind. 

The dangers of “life-situation preaching” must be 
watched as well. It can easily become too humanistic — 
savoring more of psychology than of religion, and more of 
Samuel Smiles’s Self-help than of the Bible. Preaching is 
never Christian preaching if it does not center in God and 
in his disclosure of himself in Jesus. Moreover, men can be- 
come so fascinated with this one method that they can ride 
it to death, never lifting the eyes of their people to wider 
horizons, nor forcing them to face large social problems or 
deep doctrinal truths. Men have even slipped into the 
foolish error of starting a sermon with a problem they 
could not solve themselves, and putting problems into 
people’s minds that were never there until they thrust 
them in. Personal problems can never be the whole of a 
congregation’s diet. There are not enough of them (thank 
God! ) for fifty-two Sundays year after year — and if there 
were, they would leave people terribly preoccupied with 
themselves. Imagine it! No exposition of the word; no 
high doctrine; none of the deeper philosophic problems; no 
evangelism! “Life-situation preaching” is a way of be- 
ginning practical ethical sermons, and a good way. It has 
its unmistakable place in our study, but it must be reso- 
lutely kept in its place. 


Is it possible for us now to affirm anything about the 
beginning of all sermons? Howsoever we start, are there 
particular canons concerning the opening that should ever 
be borne in mind? 


There are three, and they are quite general. They have 
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been latent in much that we have already said, but they 
can be pulled into sharper focus now. The beginning of the 
sermon (the “introduction ” as the more formal preachers 


called it) should be: 
1. Brief 


We have admitted that some sermons require an intro- 
duction. It is just not possible to step into every subject 
in a phrase, but the introduction must be as short as it pos- 
sibly can. One must labor, if necessary, to have it so. Cut 
into the subject with sharp, terse phrases. Resist, as you 
would resist the devil, that awful tendency to drag. Let 
the people feel in your whole manner that you have some- 
thing most important to say and you simply cannot waste 
words: “ Here is a man covetous of every moment he has.” 
That spirit does not militate against a decent reverence 
and cannot be confused with rush and breathlessness at 
“the throne of the Word of God.” 


2. Interesting 


There are still people about who suppose that the duller 
the sermon the holier it is. Not many of them are in the 
pews. Whatever some preachers think, the people are right 
who cling pathetically to the conviction that preaching 
ought to be interesting. Parts of it will be hard, no doubt. 
To justify the ways of God to men cannot, in the nature 
of things, be easy, nor easily understood, but that is the 
preacher's job. Can the truth impress the mind and affect 
the life unless it is understood and received? Can it be 
understood and received if it is not made interesting? 

It must be made interesting — and nowhere more inter- 
esting than when it begins. Howsoever a man may start, 
let him make sure that his opening sentences have grap- 
pling irons: something cast out and taking firm hold of the 
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minds of his hearers: something which will make them say 
to him in their hearts when he pauses: “ Go on! Go on!” 


3. Arresting 


It will not always be possible to achieve this, and one 
ought not constantly to try to achieve it in the same way. 
One must have variety here as elsewhere in preaching, 
and “shock” tactics can be overdone. 

Yet people can be arrested sharply by other than 
“shock” tactics. There is the piquant opening. A sharp 
paradox can arrest. An incisive question thrust at the heart 
of the text the moment it is uttered can do it. It can be 
done by contradicting the text immediately, from the 
superficial standpoint of worldly wisdom, and then fight- 
ing back to the Bible truth again. Or, if one does not con- 
tradict it, one can cast doubt upon it in an opening phrase. 
None of these are oratorical “tricks.” They have been 
called that by the lazy and incapable, but their praise is 
criticism and their criticism praise. The serious craftsman 
can afford to ignore such comments. He has the awful task 
of making the Word of God live to men and women who 
have been busy all the week seeking the bread of this life 
and who, even in the sanctuary, find it hard to keep their 
minds on God and holy things. He must help them in 
every wholesome way he can. If he can get an arresting 
beginning, he may have their awed attention the whole 
time and be able securely to hide the truth of God deep 
in their hearts. 

Few who heard J. N. Figgis preach his last sermon be- 
fore the University of Cambridge ever forgot the way he 
began. It was June 2, 1918. After nearly four years of 
grueling war, the Allies were being driven back again. 
Miles that had taken months to win were lost in hours. In 
that tense atmosphere of national fear he started with the 
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text: “The Lord sitteth upon the flood; yea, the Lord 
sitteth King for ever” (Ps. 29:10, K.J.V.), and he began 
at once with one tense question: “Does he? Does he?” 
That was enough. He was in. 

_ They still tell at Princeton University of the visit of 
Sparhawk Jones to their chapel and his announcement of 
the text: “Is thy servant a dog, that he should do this 
thing?” (II Kings 8:13, K.J.V.). After a moment’s pause, 
he began crisply: “ Dog or no dog, he did it! ” 

Those are two excellent examples of a good beginning. 
Perhaps it would not be altogether inappropriate to 
sharpen the point by two examples of how not to begin. 
It was an expositional sermon of the Twenty-third Psalm. 
The preacher began: “ This psalm is written from the view- 
point of a sheep! ” Quite true — but utterly banal! I can- 
not even recall the text of the other sermon whose begin- 
ning I have in mind, but it does not matter. It was prob- 
ably the worst opening of a sermon in all history: “I feel 
I have a feeling which I feel you feel as welll ” 


VI 


The Conclusion of the Sermon 


Ir 1s an idle question whether the beginning or the end 
of a sermon is more important. If you do not get the peo- 
ple’s attention, nothing you say will make any difference. 
If you get their attention and do not put it to the highest 
use, you will have failed to make the occasion “a maxi- 
mum for God.” 

So impressed are some teachers of homiletics with the 
importance of the beginning and end of the sermon that, 
though they wisely advise against memoriter preaching, 
they counsel unpracticed beginners to memorize both the 
opening and the closing sentences of all they plan to say. 

The importance of the conclusion can best be seen in 
this way. Every sermon should have not only a subject 
but an object. It must aim to do something, something 
quite precise, something that can be written out in a few 
plain words before the immediate preparation of the ser- 
mon begins. In expository preaching, the aim is to make 
clear the meaning of a text or a passage. In ethical preach- 
ing, it is to make the people thrill over a particular virtue 
or grace, and not merely to thrill about it, but to long for 
it and study to secure it in their own hearts; or, conversely, 
to make them loathe a particular vice, turn from it, and 
scheme to become its master. In devotional, philosophic, 
social, or evangelistic preaching, the aim is no less clear. 
Stop any able preacher on his way to his pulpit and ask 
him what he plans to do that morning and you will have 
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a crisp reply; ask his people when they are dispersing after 
worship and they will tell you no less plainly that he has 
done it. 

Consequently, there can never be any uncertainty in 
able preaching where the sermon will “come out.” There 
is nothing haphazard about it. Free as the man is to re- 
ceive the help of the Holy Spirit in the act of preaching, 
it is normally a help to do what the Holy Spirit has al- 
ready inspired him to do in the quiet of his own prepara- 
tion. God is not a God of vagaries. To suggest, as some 
men do, that it limits the Holy Spirit if we know the pre- 
cise purpose of a sermon before we begin to preach is 
surely nonsense. The inspiration of the Holy Spirit does 
not belong only to the hour of the sermon’s utterance. He 
it is who inspires the original purpose in the heart of a man 
who has sought guidance before he begins. The imme- 
diate help the preacher receives in the hour of preaching 
is that he may better do what God has already made plain 
that he should do. That dreadful vagueness which hangs 
over so much preaching derives in the main from the fact 
that it is not clearly aiming to do something. The preacher 
himself has no clear object in view. It is not a matter for 
wonder, therefore, that the people also find it painfully 
vague. 

A few years ago, Representative Woodrum in the Con- 
gress of the United States was discussing an economy 
measure, and he argued that, while everybody wanted 
economy, nobody seemed able to say precisely where. He 
illustrated his point with a story of a Negro preacher. For 
years the good man had been trying to point the way to 
a better life, but his congregation remained unapprecia- 
tive and unimpressed. Finally, the governing body of the 
church decided that they had better find a new preacher. 
The Negro pastor, when he learned the decision, pro- 
tested vigorously. 
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“ Ain't I challenged the devil?” he asked the chairman 
of the committee. 

“You shore has challenged the devil,” agreed the chair- 
man. 

“Don’t I argufy the Scriptures? ” 

“You shore does argufy the Scriptures.” 

“ And don’t I disputify the Scriptures? Tell me, brother, 
what am de trouble? ” 

The chairman scratched his head and explained: “ Well, 
parson, it’s this way.- You challenges the devil all right; 
you argufies the Scriptures fine; and you shore disputifies 
the Scriptures. But the trouble with you is, you don't 
specify wherein.” 

Many, many preachers fail to “specify wherein.” It is 
impossible to “specify wherein” unless one has a clear 
object in view. How can one be definite if one does not 
know what one is going to be definite about? 

When the object is clear from the beginning, one knows 
what the conclusion must be. The sermon is as direct a 
path as possible to that conclusion. Clearly, therefore, the 
conclusion will never be “ stuck on.” It is an integral part 
of the whole. It is jointed. All else has led up to it. As soon 
trace a lighting circuit through a dark room and find no 
bulb at the end as preach a sermon with no natural and 
fitting conclusion. What is the purpose of it, if not that? 
Is it not to give light at the last, an adequate light? — not 
a great cable concluding with a fifteen-watt lamp, but a 
bulb matched to the supply and matched to the chamber 
it must flood with light. 

Some preachers have “detachable” conclusions which 
are added (it would almost seem by chance) to anything 
they have been saying. One of these is often a general ex- 
hortation for “the Spirit. of Christ” (which normally 
means next to nothing when it can be tacked on to 
anything) and could have appeared as naturally or unnat- 
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urally, and certainly as uselessly, at the end of half the ser- 
mons they ever preach. Or else they urge their congrega- 
tions to “ go on; right on! ”, though they have given no 
indication where, nor why, nor how. They have no real 
end in view. It flatters them to say that they have “shot 
an arrow into the air.” It was certainly “into the air,” but 
it had none of the point or speed of the arrow. It is highly 
dubious if, years after, there will be any happy sequel 
such as attended the man who cast his song into the air. 
It is more than doubtful if any part of that sermon will 
ever be found in the hearts of those who heard it. 

So important is the conclusion of the sermon that some 
keen craftsmen prepare it first. They know the danger of 
putting a disproportionate amount of time into the be- 
ginning and scamping the conclusion, so they work first 
on what the folk will hear last. I share their sense of the 
conclusion’s importance without approving their order of 
preparation. It is better, when the hours of immediate 
preparation come, to work from beginning to end. Al- 
though one knows what one is aiming to do, one cannot 
know until the actual preparation just where the “joint” 
for the conclusion will come. Transitions from one part of 
a sermon to another have to be handled with skill, and no 
little art is called for in securing an easy “ runover.” It will 
be simpler to find if one’s preparation follows the logical 
sequence of thought. 

But, if one does not take the heroic course of preparing 
the conclusion first, one must make utterly sure that it has 
adequate part of the preparation. After all, the whole ser- 
mon was leading up to this. If this is not done well, to 
what purpose all the previous labor? Few things are more 
annoying in a sermon than to hear a man say, when he is 
coming to the hard or important part, “ Time fails me,” 
and then simply blunt the thing off. Quite often, it is not 
even honest. One has heard men say it in broadcast ad- 
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dresses. They have known precisely how long they were 
expected to speak. They have a typescript before them. 
They have “timed” their effusions more than once and 
to the half minute — but here they are, when the people 
are most expectant, pleading that the absence of time pre- 
vents them passing on the golden thoughts that would 
have made all the difference. The sad truth is that the 
matter had not been wrought out in their own minds. 
They had less than little to drive home. Everything has led 
up to nothing. They have only advertised the unfinished 
character of their thought. 

It reminds one of the unhandy man in the home who 
decides to hang a picture. All the family must help. One 
brings the ladder, another the hammer, while a third must 
step back to agree upon the right place on the wall. The 
great moment has come. With two of the household sup- 
porting the ladder, he mounts the steps complete with 
hammer, puts his finger on the precise and agreed spot — 
and then discovers that he has no naill 

Even when a man is quite honest in pleading that he 
has been beaten by the clock, it is still poor workmanship. 
He should have arranged his matter better. If he had 
jettisoned an illustration earlier, and avoided that tempt- 
ing bypath, we should not now be in this state of dis- 
appointment. Nor do the early merits of the sermon re- 
deem its truncated end. In a sense, they increase it. The 
better the beginning, the sharper the disappointment in 
its abrupt termination. It would not matter so much if it 
were a picture sermon or an analogy. But to raise a hard 
problem and neither solve it nor show the way to its soly- 
ing is quite shocking in a preacher. Of that sermon it could 
truly be said, “It were better if it had never been born.” 

Let every preacher, therefore, lay this canon to heart: 
The conclusion must not be scamped. It must not be 
scamped in preparation; it must not be scamped in de- 
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livery. It need not be said, of course, that it should not be 
padded. Nothing in a sermon can be padded. 

_ But conclusions (unlike beginnings ) are often too short. 
Twenty-five minutes of argument and a phrase or two for 
conclusion is disproportionate. Without wasting words, 
the sermon must receive a masterly finish, and fall with 
satisfying completeness on the ear and mind of all who 
have intelligently followed it. 


It is possible for us now to discuss the various kinds of 
conclusion which we may give to a sermon. Not all con- 
clusions need be the same. The wholesome freshness we 
have sought in all aspects of our study must be our aim 
here also. The subject matter of the sermon and the archi- 
tectural type employed will inevitably affect the end. An 
ethical sermon will normally conclude differently from a 
sermon in apologetics. A sermon that has argued will not 
finish in the same way as one that has put the truth in 
pictures. No hard exclusiveness will control all this. As we 
have seen before, it adds to the infinite variety of preach- 
ing to combine subject matter, and architectural types, 
and psychological methods, in novel ways. So long as the 
conclusion is the fitting one, and firmly jointed to the main 
structure, we may expect that some skill in adaptability 
will give us variety here also. 

But let us look at some of the commonest ways of bring- 
ing the sermon to an end. 


1. Recapitulation 

This is normally called for in sermons that have argued. 
The argument may have been difficult in parts. A line of 
reasoning, which has become familiar to: the preacher by 
long preparatory brooding, is falling with freshness on 
the ear of the people. They are tracing the path as the 
preacher picks it out, but it is a step at a time. If the route 
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was especially complex, the wise preacher glanced back 
more than once on the way, making it clear to the people 
how far we had reached “up to this point.” But now he 
has come to the end. The backward glance must extend 
to the whole road. A map without detail must be held up 
before them. We have journeyed from A to F — and with 
swift, terse phrases he recapitulates the route again. He 
uses not one redundant word. The journey is plain before 
them and the inevitability of the conclusion is- plain also. 
The logic is so constraining that the keenest intelligence 
cannot resist it. The case is complete, and completely 
satisfying. The recapitulation ends with the truth snug in 
the minds of the people, and the sermon stops at once. 


2. Application 

Some preachers suppose that all sermons must have an 
application, but, if the word is given any sharpness of 
meaning, that is quite mistaken. Application in homiletics 
means the pointed relation of the truth newly expressed 
to the lives of the people immediately in front of the 
preacher. 

Not all sermons are capable of that pointed and per- 
sonal application. The aim of some preaching is to cast 
light on large problems. The sermon achieves its end when 
people better understand the problem, but it may leave 
them with no immediate duty that they must arise and do. 
A sermon on the philosophical approach to religion may 
gloriously nourish faith in hard-pressed people, but, again, 
it leaves no immediate duty to be done and calls for no 
“application” in the proper sense of the word. Even an 
evangelical sermon does not demand an application unless 
one so describes its culminating appeal, “ Come! ” 

Applications belong rather to ethical and devotional 
sermons, and to such expository and doctrinal preaching 
as leads a man to say to his congregation: “ If this be true, 
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what does it mean for you and me? It means . . ,” The 
application follows at once. Its omission then would be 
fatal to that kind of preaching. The line of thought de- 
mands it. It must be as concrete, as direct, and as pointed 
as possible. 

All preaching gains when it has a concrete duty with 
which to conclude. As we have already seen, it is not al- 
ways possible or necessary to conclude with clear duties, 
but no practiced preacher will deny that he comes nearest 
to the people in conclusions that require a personal appli- 
cation. He says, “You . . .” He looks the people in the 
face and presses the point into their hearts and minds. In 
these last moments of his sermon, every phrase is a stroke 
hammering the truth home. Nothing is clearer to the 
people than the things they have now to do themselves. 
Indeed, as the service reaches its awesome end, there is 
an impatience in them to get away and translate the truth 
into life. The deep impression demands a full expression. 
The application has done its work. 


3. Demonstration 

There are some sermons that we have classified as “ How 
to” sermons. Their whole matter is “ How to.” A desirable 
end is announced in the first few moments and the com- 
plete message is given to showing how that end may be 
achieved. But many sermons that are not wholly “ How 
to” require a “ How to” termination. To hold up to ad- 
miration some lovely and winsome grace and end without 
indicating how it may be achieved is disappointing to the 
people. It is not much more helpful if the conclusion is 
abbreviated into a phrase or two exhorting them to pray 
for the coveted thing. The preacher is not specific enough. 
Has he not learned from life or the saints some simple 
technique of achievement? Can he not be concrete and 


detailed and say, “ Do this; do that ”? If, at the end of his 
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efforts to explain, he has clearly not explained it all, well, 
we can leave something to the grace of God but, at least, 
we know where to begin. 

Few terminations are more practically helpful than 
these. No preacher need feel unduly depressed if his efforts 
to be specific here often leave him aware that the half has 
not been told. He will strive, of course, to get as near to 
completeness as possible, but his real difficulty lies in the 
very nature of the soul’s commerce with God. It is im- 
possible fully to put ‘in a set of rules the mystic ways in 
which God conveys grace to the soul. We may be glad 
that it is so. God aids us in ways we cannot explain. The 
best we can do is to help people get into paths where aid 
is most likely to come. Just how it comes, we do not fully 
know. Still less can we tell others. We employ “the lan- 
guage of solids,” and “ the language of solids ” is too heavy 
for this delicate elucidation. 

But the effort and a partial success here mean so much. 
It is one of the rare cases where sixty per cent of achieve- 
ment may be taken as a maximum. 


4, Illustration 


A sermon is sometimes effectively concluded with an 
illustration. Such an end can serve any type of construc- 
tion, though it would be least effective or needed in bio- 
graphical preaching (where the events of the life itself are 
a source of constant illustration), or in picture preaching 
(which is a catena of illustration), or in analogy (which 
is a complete illustration from beginning to end). But an 
expositional sermon, or an argument, can reach a fine con- 
clusion this way. The meaning has been quarried from the 
text, or the flinty piece of reasoning has been worked to 
its fitting end, and the time has come to close. The people 
are a little tired, maybe, from thirty minutes of serious 
thinking, and yet one cannot part from them without 
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earts. 

- Put it in an illustration. Hold up a picture that will both 
recapitulate and apply all that is in your mind. Having 
given the illustration, end! Make the illustration so good 
that it is utterly unnecessary to add more than a conclud- 
ing sentence or two afterward — and be glad when it does 
not even require that. 

A sermon had been exposing the evil done by false 
spiritual guides and the stress had fallen on the uniqueness 
of Jesus as Saviour. The new moralists, together with the 
psychologists and scientists who belong to the antireli- 
gious schools, had all received attention, but the fact had 
to be faced that many false guides are sincere guides. They 
cannot do what they claim to do, but they really think 
they can. Therein lies the tragedy of it. Although they 
honestly believe they can save, you will follow them none- 
theless at your peril. 

The sermon had a terse illustrative end: 


“A few years ago, during “Navy Week’ at Plymouth, 
the festivities were spoiled by a distressing accident. A 
young sailor was put up to demonstrate a new and won- 
derful lifesaving apparatus and, in the midst of the demon- 
stration, something went wrong and he lost his life. 

“The irony of it! He was demonstrating a lifesaving 
apparatus and he lost his life. 

“Spiritual quacks are like that. They claim to have a 
soul-saving method, but you will follow it at your peril. 
‘None but Jesus can do helpless sinners good.’” 


On another occasion a sermon had dealt with the recol- 
lection of divine sonship in the soul of all men. The argu- 
ment had been sustained and illustrated, but it required 
a final, vivid picture before the close. It was essential for 
the people to see that no man is utterly lost who knows 
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where he really belongs. The conclusion was found in this 
personal experience of the preacher. 


“Some time ago a poor drunkard committed his life to 
Christ in this church. Twenty years before he had been a 
church official in the Midlands, but he came to London, 
took to drink, and drifted to the gutter. When he capitu- 
lated to Christ, he had a pathetic hope that his thirst might 
be quenched by some stroke of omnipotence. 

“Tt wasn't! 

“There began that day a long guerrilla warfare in his 
soul between the deadly craving and the keeping power 
of Christ. 

“As his new friend, I suggested that, on any day in 
which he found the fight especially hard, he might drop 
in and we could have prayer together. He dropped in 
often. His drawn face told its own story. We would go 
into the chapel and pray. 

“One day, as I was praying with him, he broke down 
completely. The contrast between his earlier life of holy 
service and the revolting bestiality to which drunkenness 
had brought him was too much. He sobbed like a child 
and said: ‘I know I’m in the gutter. I know it. But, oh, I 
don’t belong there, do I? Tell me, I don’t belong there! ’ 

“T put my arm around him. I felt a great elation even in 
the pain and embarrassment of his tears. He had lost his 
way, but not his address. 

““No,’ I said quite positively, ‘you don’t belong there. 
You belong to God.’” 


5. Peroration 


Originally, the word “peroration” simply meant 
“ speaking from beginning to end,” but it came to be used 
especially for the concluding part of a speech or sermon, 
and more recently it has acquired an unpleasant flavor. 
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It now describes a conclusion of a certain kind, and hence 
invites our separate notice here. 

. To perorate today means to conclude with a rhetorical 
flourish. The speaker or preacher “ works himself up.” He 
is on the last lap and the tape is coming into view. Quite 
often he shouts. His gestures increase in number and 
vehemence. The congregation become gratefully aware 
that he will not last much longer and mentally prepare to 
go. Down the last stretch of the track he thunders. He usu- 
ally passes the finishing post with a bit of memorized 
poetry, and when he ends there is a great calm. 

Do not perorate. The custom must be dropped, not 
mainly because it is old-fashioned, but because the emo- 
tion is faked. It is not suggested for a moment that men 
who perorate are insincere. The number of really insincere 
men in the pulpit must be negligible. It is the emotion that 
is insincere. The man believes what he says. No doubt he 
would die for his beliefs, but, quite frankly, he is not feel- 
ing any tidal wave of emotion at that moment, though he 
feels that he ought to. Hence the “ working up.” One can 
almost hear the cranking at times, and it may start so sud- 
denly as to give the impression that the speaker has a mark 
on his notes of the point where the steam pressure should 
be turned on. Public opinion, both in churches and out- 
side them, has rightly turned against the peroration, and, 
whenever it represents counterfeited feeling, one hopes 
that it will never come back. 

Particularly is this true of the pulpit. Nothing that 
savors of the unreal can be permitted here. When a man is 
full of feeling on a point that he is making, let him speak 
out and spare not; if gesticulation is a natural expression 
of his personality, let him move hand and arm as he will 
to emphasize and illustrate his meaning; but to pretend 
to emotion is bad in a preacher and sickening to people. It 
makes an actor of the man of God — and the words “ ac- 
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tor ” and “ hypocrite ” are etymologically too near together 
to leave the conscience comfortable. Emotion can be felt 
and expressed without perorating. Some of the most in- 
tense moments at the end of a sermon are quiet moments 
—and all the more moving because they are so quiet. One 
expects to be at a high moment when one comes to the 
end of the sermon, but never let the expression of feeling 
outrun the honest awareness of it. Rising declamation has 
its honorable time in preaching, when the tide of feeling in 
a preacher’s heart demands a vent that way. Emotion 
in preaching is really aroused and unconsciously “ stored ” 
in the preparation to preach. It comes as one broods on the 
message in prayer and becomes thrillingly aware that this 
is a message from God. One may go to the pulpit com- 
pletely calm, but, in the act of preaching, that thrilling 
remembrance suddenly flares up again. Then it is genuine 
and noble feeling. Let it surge out as it will. Coming that 
way, it will bring with it all the justification that it needs. 


These, then, are the five ways in which sermons com- 
monly end. They are not mutually exclusive. They can 
combine in many ways. Recapitulation and application can 
blend. Demonstration can be given by illustration. Re- 
spect for these classified ends must never militate against 
clarity, concreteness, or force. The end should be a high 
moment in the sermon—normally, the highest of all. 
Powerfully achieve that, and no theorist in preaching will 
take you to task. 

But certain warnings should be uttered before we finish 
our discussion of the conclusion of the sermon, and they 
would be best uttered here. 

Do not, in coming to the conclusion of the sermon, have 
the air of the militant moralist who had told his improv- 
ing tale and reached the stage, “ Now the lesson of all 
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this . . .” How we hated that moment when we were chil- 
dren, and in the hands of an unskillful Sunday school 
teacher! Every story had that wretched addendum, and 
the warning phrase was the signal for general fidgeting. 
The deep way to avoid the trouble is to be sure that one 
has a “jointed” and integral conclusion. It is the “stuck 
on” variety of termination that is most exposed to this 
final inattention because the interest is not really running 
over and holding the people to the last word. 

Do not make the conclusion of the sermon the conclu- 
sion only of the last point — except where the last point is 
itself climactic. It is true that in a sermon cut by faceting, 
and also in a sermon made orderly by categorizing, a par- 
tial summary and application are natural and necessary at 
the end of each section, but when the conclusion of the 
whole is reached, it should conclude the whole. The rela- 
tions of the earlier points must be shortly and skillfully 
tied up with the last one. The people must see that it is a 
whole. The unity of the sermon must be clear in its final 
moments and a grand sense of completeness must lie in 
their minds. 

Do not announce that you are concluding — or not often, 
and never twice in the same sermon. How wearisome it is 
to run with a flatulent preacher through the whole gamut 
of “ Finally . . . ; Lastly . . . ; Inconclusion .. . ,” and 
still have another seven minutes to go! It is amazing how 
many synonyms can be found for “finally.” It is best to 
avoid all these stimulations of hope (!) and run right on 
to that clear conclusion that has been in your eye from the 
moment you set out. Occasionally, when a man has 
strained his people’s thinking with a hard piece of analy- 
sis, but wants a final effort from them before he concludes, 
he may be forgiven for saying, “A minute more,” and, if 
they know he keeps his word when he asks for that minute, 
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they will gladly give it-to him. But keep to the minute! — 
and do not make a practice even of asking that. 

Do not introduce new matter into a conclusion. It is too 
late! You need these precious final moments for recapitu- 
lation, or application, or demonstration, but not for start- 
ing their minds off on new tracks. It is positively harmful to 
introduce fresh lines of thought now. They will militate 
for attention against the positions already won. However 
good that point might have been had it come in earlier, 
throw it away now. It is the emphasis and establishment 
of everything already said that is your concern in these 
moments, and you must allow nothing to divert you from 
that single aim. 


Having come to the end, stop. Do not cruise about look- 
ing for a spot to land, like some weary swimmer coming 
in from the sea and. splashing about until he can find a 
shelving beach up which to walk. Come right in, and land 
at once. Finish what you have to say and end at the same 
time. If the last phrase can have some quality of crisp 
memorableness, all the better, but do not grope even for 
that. Let your sermon have the quality that Charles Wes- 
ley coveted for his whole life: let the work and the course 
end together. 

Be vigilant to see that any final metaphor you use does 
not have an overtone of banality. A friend of mine heard 
a preacher at a watch-night service work out a not ineffec- 
tive address on the thrill of turning over to a clean sheet. 
All through the sermon the clean-sheet metaphor echoed 
again and again. He perorated a little at the close and 
thundered to a conclusion with a dramatic gesture and 
this final exhortation, “Go home! — and begin the New 
Year with clean sheets! ” 


VII 
Methods of Preparation 


Ir 1s possible that a student has read this book so far 
with the growing wonder that the comparatively simple 
task of preaching a sermon should seem as complicated as 
it has sometimes appeared here. It is certain that many 
preachers, with years of experience, might grow impa- 
tient with my theorizing and declare that they have prac- 
ticed the art with no small success and never considered 
structural types, psychological method, and much else 
that it has seemed important to me to discuss. 

I am not without sympathy in their bewilderment. I did 
not study, first, the theory of preaching myself, and then 
begin its practice; but preached because I felt God had 
given me a message and I should know no peace until it 
was said. Indeed, the writing of this manual has not been 
the recollection of early lectures on homiletics, because 
my college course included none, but rather a questioning 
of my own mind to learn what principles had, in fact, gov- 
erned my work for thirty years and the clear enunciation 
of which might save time for other men. 

Consequently, I do not picture to myself a person ap- 
proaching this holy vocation having vowed not to preach 
until he has mastered the theory, and then sitting down to 
the task of making his first sermon with his mind held by 
the difference between an Aristotelian and a Goclenian 
sorites, and oscillating over the authoritative or subversive 
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psychological method — or anything else that was honestly 
important to note. Here, as elsewhere, solvitur ambulando. 
We learn by doing. Preaching teaches us how to preach. 
Unless I am vastly mistaken, the theory is immensely valu- 
able, but its study must be accompanied by constant prac- 
tice, and the one will aid and illustrate the other. Let the 
theory lie deep in the mind. Use it after preaching to 
analyze what you have said and how you have said it. 
These “post-mortems” on sermons will have their high 
and unconscious influence on all your subsequent efforts. 
But when you are actually preparing to preach, fix the 
mind, not on your theories, but on this practical task: 
“What must I say? How best can I say it? ” Some recourse 
to theory, no doubt, you will make in your preparation — 
but only occasionally. The theory will help most in subtle 
ways. Focus the aim! “ How can I do that?” Bend all your 
efforts to the immediate and practical end. 

What most students of the art of preaching want to 
know of one who has long practiced the craft is this: “ How 
do you actually make a sermon? Let me stand at your 
elbow when you stand at your bench. I concede the im- 
portance of the theory and I realize that only as I grasp 
it shall I understand the reason why you do many things, 
but, nevertheless, let me watch you at work. How do you 
prepare to preach? ” 

The answer to that plea must engage us now. 


Preaching involves direct and indirect preparation. Each 
sermon calls for particular preparation, but all sermons 
call for general preparation too. If we look at the indirect 
or general preparation first, we can turn to the particular 
preparation later. 

All life is preparation for preaching. The life of the 
Christian is a “life hid with Christ in God,” and in every 
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week the devout soul will learn something of how the 
Father deals with his child. George Miiller wrote a book, 
The Lord's Dealings with George Miiller, but every Chris- 
tian has such a book unpublished in his heart. Life for the 
Christian cannot be just the passing of time or a succes- 
sion of events. He is being dealt with in events by a pur- 
poseful and loving Father. The events have meanings, 
therefore. He interprets them, seeks their inwardness, and 
learns God’s will that way. The man who lives heedless 
of God and sees no purpose in events may learn nothing 
from life except, perhaps, a few cynical maxims — and 
they will be false because he has no spiritual key to ex- 
perience. 

No preaching is great preaching that is not highly in- 
formed by a life of Christian experience. A man may be 
rich in academic knowledge, and reach with skill for the 
exact quotation he wants from modern and classical au- 
thors, and urge his whole case with a cogency none can 
deny, but if no heartthrob beats beneath it and nothing 
he says has been hammered out on the anvil of hard ex- 
perience, his preaching will lack something which nothing 
else can make up. The simplest people will feel the defi- 
ciency. They may not be able to explain it, but they will 
be aware of it. The sermon is clever and, as a work of art, 
irreproachable. But they know that another man with half 
the ability gives them more help. 

Particularly is this true with trouble and sorrow. No 
one can wish for sorrow, or go and look for it as a prepara- 
tion to preach! But, soon or late, it comes to all. God for- 
bid that the preacher should waste it when it comes! Of 
all the wicked waste in the world, none is so sad as wasted 
sorrow. To pay the price and buy nothing with it! To have 
some terrible experience and no enrichment when it is 


past! 
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But if a man finds God in his sorrows and learns how to 
cling on in the dark, and sees the stars peep through again 
after total eclipse, and gains some spiritual nourishment 
from every bitter drop, there will be deep notes in his 
preaching which even the insensitive will not miss. 

Not only will the Christian learn from his daily life 
with God; he will learn especially from those periods in 
every day which he fences from all distraction that he may 
be quiet and alone with God. These are, indeed, the times 
when life receives its deeper interpretation for him, and 
when God communes with his soul. 

If a preacher has no sustained and secret intercourse 
with God, if he is under the condemnation of those 
ministers whom Alexander Whyte mentions as attempting 
flights of prayer in public of which they know nothing in 
private, if the slow and costly toil of intercession is all cut 
out for other things, a dreadful deficiency will appear in 
his preaching too. It is not only that he can never speak 
convincingly on “How to Pray,” or “How to Want to 
Pray More,” or “ How to Meditate,” or “ How to Be Disci- 
plined in Devotion,” or “ How to Use a Prayer List” (and 
a dozen other “ How to” sermons of the devotional life), 
but that something spiritually pervasive is wanting in 
every sermon he preaches. No one can explain how a 
healthy soul clothes all its expressions (and even its si- 
lences! ) in the atmosphere of God, but one is aware of it. 
One is supremely aware of it in preaching. One feels of 
some men that they have come straight to the pulpit from 
the audience chamber of heaven. An awe-filled hush falls 
on a people whose minister belongs to that high order. 
They wait in confident expectation. They know it will be 
a word of God. 

To life in its wholeness as lived with God, and to life 
in its secrecy lived yet closer to him, the serious preacher 
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adds systematic Biblical and theological study. It is still 
not particular study for a particular sermon. He aims to 
know all the Book, its highways and byways, its back- 
ground and foreground, its broad sweep and its detail as 
well. He is glad of all helpful commentaries upon it, but 
he is rigid in his determination to let no commentary, nor 
all of them together, become in his studies a substitute 
for the Book itself. He has been warned that it is possible 
to know with intimacy many books about the Bible and 
not know the Bible. He is grateful for the warning. It is 
the Bible itself he is resolved to know. He lives in the Book. 
It becomes autobiographical to him. He is himself the 
leper whom Jesus touches to healing; he is Peter when 
Jesus thrusts the threefold question at his heart: “ Lovest 
thou me?”; he is Paul when he sings with Silas at mid- 
night in the Philippian jail. 

He reveres the Book. Every scholar is his friend who 
makes the Scriptures still more clear. If he has no Greek 
or Hebrew himself, he masters the English Bible and com- 
pares translation with translation: K.J.V., A.S.V., Wey- 
mouth, Moffatt — he knows them all. His respect for the 
Book comes out in many ways. He never allows his homi- 
letical desires to engineer a sermon out of a false transla- 
tion. He would like to preach on the Boy Jesus busy about 
his “ Father’s business,” but he knows that the Boy did not 
say that; he said that he was in his “ Father's house.” 

On his study of the Bible he builds his theology. His 
theology is Biblical theology. He believes of God and his 
dealings with men what is taught in the Book and what 
can honestly be inferred from it. No doctrine commands 
his unquestioning acceptance that he cannot find in the 
written Word. He leaps no gulf, therefore, when he moves 
from Biblical to theological thought. 

It is the peril of some ministers after ordination to neg- 
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lect their heavy reading, but not the serious preacher of 
the Word. The Bible, theology, apologetics, the philosophy 
of religion, Christian sociology, psychology, all have their 
turn with him. However much he has the scholar’s heart, 
his pastoral responsibilities will prevent him from con- 
tributing in any large way to the literature on these sub- 
jects, but he is determined to keep up with what others 
are saying.’° He fights to prevent his study from becoming 
only an “ office.” However much the business demands 
increase upon the modern minister, he is determined, 
above all else, to be a servant of the Word. He aims at an 
average of four hours’ study a day. It will be less on one 
day and more on another. Early rising or late sitting 
(though not both) will be necessary to maintain his stand- 
ard, but he achieves his end with quiet resolution. 

Being a serious theologian, therefore, he exults in doc- 
trinal preaching. He laughs at the idea that it must be 
dull, and he positively scorns the suggestion that it is un- 
related to daily life. Part of his picture of the ideal man 
in the pulpit is the teacher-preacher. When he falls in with 
brother ministers who have had three or four years’ theo- 
logical training and who tell him at a fraternal that they 
have had little use for a great deal of what they were 
taught at college, he is frankly bewildered. It is a poor re- 
turn, he thinks, for the consecrated scholars who instructed 
them, but the men appear to believe what they say. They 
listened to what they were taught, and can discuss it in 
theological circles, but it seems never to have related itself 
to the pulpit. It lies like academic lumber in their minds 
and they do not know that every doctrine can be preached 


10 For a method of storing the fruits of one’s reading and how to 
make a preacher’s index, see chapter IV in my Craft of Sermon 
Illustration. It deals primarily with illustration, but the same method 
applies to the storing of material also. 
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—not every area of mystery dispelled, but the essential 
truth made clear. Indeed, it is seriously to be doubted 
whether any doctrine has been understood if it cannot be 
preached. Dr. W. Russell Maltby sums up his case against 
one part of Dr. P. T. Forsyth’s teaching on the atonement 
by arguing that it cannot be “so vital a truth if it can only 
be expressed in terms quite beyond the reach of a plain 
mind —in other words, if it cannot be preached.” * Dr. 
Dale passed his book on the atonement through his pulpit 
at Carr's Lane, Birmingham. If a minister were tempted 
to comment on that by saying that congregations were 
different then, he would expose himself to the rejoinder 
that preachers were different too. 

Clearly, then, the preacher will be that rarest of men — 
a thinker. He will not be just a wide reader, peddling other 
people’s thoughts. After his devotions, the best hour of 
his day will be the hour given to sheer thinking: assem- 
bling the facts, facing their apparent contradiction, reach- 
ing up for the help of God and, then, driving his brain like 
a bulldozer through the apparent chaos to order and un- 
derstanding at the last. 

How a man thinks best, only he can tell. Some men 
think best in utter quietness in their study, some as they 
walk alone; others must speak their thoughts aloud — to 
themselves or to a friend. Let a man respect his own pref- 
erences here, but let him be sure that he thinks. Books 
may serve to start the current of his thought, as a little 
water thrown into a pump can create enough suction to 
secure a steady flow, but his own thinking is the really 
valuable thing and will mark all his preaching with the 
hallmark of distinction. To what a high order the thinker- 
preacher belongs! The literary essayist in the pulpit ap- 

11 Christ and His Cross, p. 150. Epworth Press (also Abingdon 
Press, 1936). 
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pears puny beside him. The studied elegance and pat- 
terned mosaic of other men’s thoughts seems fiddling while 
Rome burns beside the work of one who comes straight 
from the audience chamber of heaven with an urgent mes- 
sage that has been wrought out in him while he wrestled 
with God as Jacob wrestled at Penuel. Reality is written 
over all the man says. If there are times — and there will be 
— when his message is clearer than others, there will be 
no times when he is guilty of that superciliousness which 
some scholars affect toward unlettered people. He will re- 
spect profoundly the sheep God has given him to shep- 
herd, and they, for their part, will be grateful that when 
he cannot show them plainly all he sees, they can at least 
catch inviting glimpses of the verdant leas to which he 
will bring them. Of one thing they will be always certain: 
their pastor thinks with God. 


So much, then, for what we have called general prepara- 
tion. It is real because it is life: life in its day-to-day events 
as lived with God; the secret life of the soul; the strenuous 
life of the mind. All a man’s ordinary education, be it much 
or little, lies behind this preparation for preaching and 
serves the pulpit how it can. 

Direct preparation is our interest now. The time has 
come to make an actual sermon. How do we go to work? ~ 

It is clear from our consideration of this general prepara- 
tion that no man goes to work without a thought or pur- 
pose in his mind. He is called to preach. The constraint is 
already on him and the broad content of his message al- 
ready in his mind. 

But what of the actual theme of a particular sermon — 
the precise delimited aspect of truth that is to be the whole 


substance of his preaching on one specific occasion? How 
does that come? 
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It will come in one of two major ways. He may choose 
it, or i may choose him. It could be either. Let us look at 
each of them in turn. 

Some themes he chooses himself. After careful thinking 
he can calmly decide to deal with certain subjects that 
seem to need treatment in his pulpit. He may be aware that 
there is confusion in his people’s minds on those particu- 
lar themes and he may feel, quite modestly, that he is 
equipped by life and study to deal with those aspects of 
truth. He looks ahead through the weeks and months and, 
if it is his high privilege to speak to the same people week 
after week, he can plan a sequence of sermons (whether 
he announces them as a “ series ” or not). He can thus save 
the time others lose in wondering each week, “ What can 
I preach on next? ” It is all planned. The preacher plans it. 
He devoutly hopes that God has had his share in the plan- 
ning too, but, humanly speaking, the initiative and the 
foresight and the decision are all his own. He may decide 
in his morning sermons to expound, passage by passage, a 
certain epistle or a minor prophet. Very good! The plan 
is clear. The work is straightforward. It is sheer exposition: 
the elucidation of meaning. It will call for all the linguis- 
tic scholarship he has, but whether he is rich or poor in 
this branch of learning, commentaries will have something 
to give him. If he is ripe in this kind of scholarship, it can- 
not but interest him to know what other scholars have 
thought about it, and if he has none of this stored know]- 
edge, he will depend on the help of commentators all the 
more. 

Consequently, he will have on his shelves the most use- 
ful commentaries he can get. He may not have complete 
“sets” of commentaries. That can be a snare. Any set of 
commentaries on the books of the Bible undertaken by a 
team of men is inevitably uneven. In one series, perhaps, 
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Romans has been done well but Mark is poor. A complete 
set looks nice standing on the shelves of his study, but 
books to a preacher are tools, and a carpenter does not 
much care how his tools look or whether the handles are 
all of the same style. He only wants them to be serviceable 
for the job. 

So with the expositor-preacher. Let him make his own 
“best set.” It may be The Acts in this series, the Pastoral 
Epistles in that, and The Revelation of John in a third. If 
a man, beginning to build a preacher's library, were to say, 
“But how do I know which commentary is best in which 
set? ”, a scholar will tell him. Biblical scholars are free 
with their help. There is a fair degree of general agree- 
ment as to the most successful efforts of commentators. 
One must not be a slave to their views even when one has 
considered them. Nothing can exempt the preacher from 
his own discipline of thought and prayer. But there are 
the books, fashioned for his help, and the lifeblood of con- 
secrated men is in them. Differ with them if you must, but 
do not differ lightly. Take what you need and go to work 
on that expository series. Get the background of the 
epistle, and understand the historical setting of the minor 
prophet. You need not burden your people with all you 
know. What you say at any time will be but a tithe of your 
knowledge. Parading scholarship is an unpleasant vanity 
in the pulpit. To help the people is your ruling aim. At the 
last, you want them to feel how wonderful is Jesus, not 
how clever is the preacher, and Dr. Denney said that if 
you are aiming to do the latter you will fail with the 
former. Relate what you are expounding, where possible, 
to the lives of the people in front of you, and make that 
epistle, or prophet, or whatever part of Scripture you are 
explaining, the very word of God to the people who are 
sitting before you in the pews. 
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Or the preacher may decide, not on the exposition of a 
book, but on a Biblical character study or studies. Again 
the task is straightforward. Work through the concord- 
ance — and be sure that you have a complete one. Heap 
together all that is said about that particular man or 
woman. Consult a good Bible dictionary, lest you should 
have overlooked some of the material and lest you should 
have confused two persons with the same name. Assemble 
every known fact about the person whose life you mean 
to examine. Brood over it! What is really illuminating here? 
Can I best teach these truths this way? Have I enough 
material? Shall I need to draw on dubious traditions — or 
traditions of any kind? Is it really important that I get 
this said? There is often an honest, adequate, and most 
helpful sermon on men and women of whom little informa- 
tion is given in the Scriptures, but the little is important 
and enough. Five verses of the Bible are given to Epa- 
phras. Just five! But we learn that he was (1) a faithful 
minister, with all that that implies when uttered by Paul. 
We learn that he was (2) a good colleague, a man one 
could work with. Let no one miss that note of high praisel 
There are some fine men, even in the Christian ministry, 
who can work with no one else, and no one else with them. 
They are individualists and must be accepted with their 
temperamental defect, and God sometimes honors their 
separated toil. But it is deficient in certain precious ways. 
You cannot “ lone-wolf it” in the fellowship of the Chris- 
tian Church and reach a maximum for God. Epaphras did 
not fail there. He was “a beloved fellow-servant.” He was 
even more. We learn that (3) he “labored fervently . . . 
in prayers” (K.J.V.). All his public ministry was rein- 
forced with private intercession. He preached and he 
visited (as most ministers do), but he had this other and 
lovelier and rarer distinction — he wrestled with God in 
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secret for the souls of the people he served. 

All the material for the sermon is in those five verses. 
Nothing is strained. What is given invites and, indeed, 
demands expansion. The Bible is full of major and minor 
biographies. We have looked already at the gains and losses 
of this preaching. Here it is our simple purpose only to 
show the way a man may go to work when he has a Bible 
biography in mind. 

Or the preacher may decide neither to expound a book 
by passages nor to study the life of a devout soul by a Bible 
biography; he may choose to set the truth out in an analogy 
lifted from the Scriptures. He may speak of Christ as 
Light (John 8:12) and find that there is still much un- 
familiar material in a comparison that he fancied had al- 
ready worn thin. Or he may picture the Holy Spirit as 
fire (Luke 8:16) and ask himself whether there is any- 
thing in cold Christians that can really burn with the fire 
of God. And why not? There is coal in Antarctica! The 
chill John Wesley found his heart warm within him in a 
little room in Aldersgate Street. 


“O that in me the sacred fire 
Might now begin to glow... !” 


Or he could visualize the Saviour as a sure Foundation 
(I Cor. 3:11) and find several sermons in that one analogy. 
He could discuss “ The Necessity of a Good Foundation,” 
or “ The Qualities of a Good Foundation,” or “ The Dan- 
gers to a Good Foundation.” Each is a sermon. All the 
material is there. Browsing in books on building, and 
brooding on what one finds, offers rich analogical stuff. 
He may have known nothing before of natural subsidence, 
or the peril to buildings from coal and salt mining, or the 
dangers that arise from covered streams, but, as the facts 
take order in his mind, they suggest rich comparisons in 
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the Christian life and the dangers to which the best 
foundation is exposed. The analogy need never be strained. 
As he returns constantly to the central comparison for 
fresh facts, his people find the sermon not only matched 
to their spiritual need but crammed with sheer interest 
as well. 

The Christian as salt (Matt. 5:18), both as preservative 
and condiment (!), or hope as an anchor (Heb. 6:19), or 
the prophet as a lamp (John 5:35) —Bible analogies 
tumble over one another in their number and suggestive- 
ness. Let the preacher mark his course in handling them 
with reasonable care. He must avoid, on the one hand, the 
trite, and obvious, and childish comparisons and, on the 
other, those odd, bizarre, and detailed identifications that 
some men make just in order, it would seem, to be differ- 
ent. Between those two extremes there is plenty of deep 
water. Sailing confidently there, the preacher will bring 
many a rich cargo to his people’s eager minds. 

Perhaps a man is seized with the conviction that he 
must give a series of sermons, not to the expounding of 
a book, or a set of Bible characters, or a succession of 
analogies, but to a doctrinal task. He may decide to take 
the Apostles’ Creed, or the Lord’s Prayer (treating it theo- 
logically rather than devotionally), or selections from the 
Westminster Confession of Faith. Again, the work is 
straightforward. He must make theology palatable. He 
will not come to his work with the arrogance of a dominie 
who says, “ They've got to like it,” but with the zest of one 
who knows that, once the attention is fully turned that 
way and once its overwhelming importance is understood, 
it is truly fascinating in itself. Not for nothing has theology 
_ been called “ the queen of the sciences.” Not in pride, but 
in bare truth, did the theologian say that every problem 
at the last came to him. “I will prove that to my people,” 
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says the teacher-preacher to himself. “I will make them 
extra glad whenever I take a doctrinal sermon in hand.” 


All this preaching is clearly planned. It avoids the dan- 
gerous “hand-to-mouth” method in the pulpit: the re- 
curring uncertainty of what to take, and the lack of any 
kind of sequence or comprehensiveness in the preaching 
of a whole year. It would surprise some ministers, if they 
examined their sermon records, to discover what impor- 
tant subjects have received no attention at all, and how 
their own moods, and even their whims, have affected the 
choice of their themes. In whatever other ways we ap- 
proach preaching — and those other ways we have now 
to consider — it is imperative that a man so plan his work 
that in the passing of the years all aspects of truth receive 
attention, and the central truths of the faith not only at- 
tention but stress. 


Sometimes the preacher does not choose his theme: the 
theme chooses him. A text may confront him and say, 
“Preach on me,” or a theme may bestride his path and 
demand to be dealt with. Many of our finest hours in the 
pulpit come in this way. Seldom do we feel more sure that 
the word is “ given.” 

Every serious preacher has a notebook in which he notes 
these texts when they arrest him, or these themes that 
insist on being heard. He puts them down instantly or, 
at least, within the hour. They may come in his devotions 
(when “what to preach” is most definitely not in his 
mind ), or in his pastoral work, or in his general reading, or 
in conversation with a friend. The whole sermon does not 
usually come in a flash (though even that occurs now and 
then), but the text or theme comes clearly and a light 
comes clearly on it too. It gleams! A facet of truth sparkles 
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in his eye and seems to say, as it shines before him, “ Hold 
this up for your people to see.” Put it down at once! — the 
text or theme, with a phrase to indicate what you saw in 
that gleaming moment. Let it lie there in the notebook 
with many others, each on its separate page, and, once a 
week, turn over the leaves of this most useful book. Few 
books that repose upon a preacher’s desk are more im- 
portant than the book in which he garners these flashing 
thoughts. 

It might be worth a moment to picture this book a little 
more clearly, seeing that it is an indispensable aid to those 
who would be expert in the craft of the sermon. The 
masters of our craft think of the book under various meta- 
phors. Some of them think of it as a greenhouse and their 
deposited thoughts as cuttings; some think of it as a great 
shipbuilding yard, with many vessels in various stages of 
construction standing on the stocks; some think of it as an 
incubator containing many eggs. The metaphor does not 
matter. So long as we picture something in building, or 
in cultivated growth, it will serve. Some preachers — 
Moody, for instance — dispense with the notebook and 
substitute large envelopes (one envelope for a theme) 
that they may poke in, not only their own developing 
thoughts, but any relevant newspaper cuttings as well; but 
that substitution of means is a detail — the method is the 
same. 

Among the many merits of this method of early prepara- 
tion is the opportunity it gives to God to guide us farther 
in our preparation, and the opportunity it gives to the sub- 
conscious to work upon the subject too. Six hours at a 
stretch on sermon preparation is less valuable than three 
periods of two hours each. The periods when the conscious 
mind drops the theme are valuable too. The subconscious 
mind does not drop it. It works on while we turn our 
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thoughts to other things: it works on in sleep; it gathers 
and compares and ferrets around for half-forgotten facts; 
and when we turn our conscious mind to the subject again, 
it throws up valuable and partly digested material and 
seems to say, “Is this of any use? ” Turn over the pages of 
the notebook once a week. Look at each theme in turn. 
Some will grow more quickly than others. New thoughts 
will come in this casual looking. Put them down instantly 
on that same page in the book. The time has not yet come 
for the most serious work upon the subject, but cuttings 
in a greenhouse must be watered and the hull of a ship 
must be sound before the launch. Give the seed thoughts 
attention and watch them grow. In due time their hour 
will surely come. 

It may be said that one cannot “adopt” a method of 
sermon preparation that depends upon ideas coming of 
themselves, and this, in a sense, is true. But one can adopt 
and cultivate a sensitivity to such ideas and an attitude 
of expectant quest. It is not a worried pondering: “ What 
can I preach on next?” — one may have a full deliverance 
from that fearfulness — but it is an attitude to life and 
work that recognizes that the chief responsibility is God’s 
and that, if one keeps open to him, the ideas will flow in. 
It is quite unimportant at this stage whether the gleaming 
flash comes as an idea or as a text. So long as it comes with 
the preaching imperative in it, respect the inspiration of 
God, and give it a page in the book. By so doing you will 
be saying to your subconscious: “ Here is a subject. Hunt. 
around for me in the files of my mind,” and while, of 
course, the fruit of that subconscious searching will de- 
pend in part upon how much is already in the files, it can- 
not fail to bring something of value to serve the high pur- 
poses of God. 


The day for direct work upon the sermon will surely 
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come. Anticipating next Sunday's preaching, on Tuesday 
the preacher will turn to his book and pass the pages be- 
fore his eyes. On one of those themes his mind will fix. 
Sunday morning’s sermon is a planned Biblical exposition 
maybe; this is for the evening. As his eye falls upon a 
certain page and he glances over the notes he has added 
with passing time, something will say inside him, “Its 
hour has come.” The text or theme “chose ” him when he 
first put it down, and it chooses him again in this important 
moment. Lifting it out of the book, he lays it on his desk 
and the work begins. 

Observe that he is not starting with nothing. Already 
he has something highly valuable here. Text or theme, he 
puts it down upon the top of a sheet of paper and, with 
his garnered thoughts already written in the notebook 
before him, he begins to brood. He gets his mind under 
way: “ What is this saying to me? What must I say about 
it? ” He bores into the heart of the subject. If little comes 
from his first hard thinking, he turns up the text in a com- 
mentary, or consults any notes he may have on the gen- 
eral theme. But he is careful not to read too much at this 
stage, and unshakably firm in his resolve not to read a 
sermon by a master preacher upon the same text. Ex- 
perience has taught him that this latter course will over- 
whelm his mind and make his own budding thoughts 
seem worthless in comparison. He is the preacher. It is 
God’s word through him that the people await. His read- 
ing in notes or commentary at this stage is just enough to 
get the engine of his own mind turning over or (changing 
the metaphor) just like the jugful of water we mentioned 
which gets the pump working once more. Soon he quits 
reading and broods again. With mind open to God, but 
bent on the theme, he concentrates. He knows that the 
disciplined mind can almost get into a coma of concentra- 
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tion. He wants to reach that spot where he is unaware of 
his surroundings and alone with God and this word. Over 
and over in his mind he turns the central thought. He tries 
to split it wide open with piercing questions. He may, in- 
deed, approach it with the familiar interrogations: “ How? 
Why? When? Where? ” — though they may only chip the 
surface. Presently he sees the inwardness of it all. One 
ruling question thrust at its heart and the thing is in pieces: 
natural, workable, proportionate pieces. Another stage of 
the sermon has been- reached. 

He begins to put thoughts down upon paper — any 
thoughts that come and in any order. He tumbles them 
out, the good and the not-so-good. Another sheet of paper! 
Down they go until the flow has ceased. 

“What have we here?” He goes over them again. It is 
a mixed bag, but the truth he wants to utter lies some- 
where in this jumble. He questions his own mind. 

“Can I now say clearly what I clearly want to say? 
What is the one thing I mean to get across? I must chisel 
a phrase. What shall it be? Could it be this? or this? or 
thisP No! That is it! ll write it down and fix my line. 
Up with a fence firmly drawn around that theme! Nothing 
must creep in that is really outside the fence. No fringe 
stuff either! Much that I have written here must be ex- 
cluded. Into the bin with it! One thing I do, and nothing 
shall deflect me from that central purpose! Here is my 
fecund phrase! There is my fence! I know what I want to 
say. I know it is important. How can it best be said? 

“Let me think of the congregation! There are the stu- 
dents in the gallery and the grand old folk downstairs; 
there are the lonely women of the middle years, and those 
fine workingmen who are so regular in coming; nor can 
I forget the small but important professional group. With 
all of them in mind, how can I best put this over? Shall I 
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argue it from beginning to end —even if I argue in re- 
verse? Is it best dealt with by faceting, or does it cate- 
gorize with naturalness? Shall I cast it all into one strong 
analogy? Whatever I do, I must not rush the preparation 
here. No polish can redeem bad structure, any more than 
new paint can save a jerry-built house. 

“ Actually, it could be handled two ways. I could argue 
it and make it a chain of logic from beginning to end, or 
it could be worked by facetry. Which is best, subject and 
congregation both held in mind? 

“On the balance, facetry here. It could include argu- 
ment in subsections, but one piece of sustained argument 
is not compelled by the theme and, after all, the congre- 
gation is not all made up of students. Moreover, I seem to 
glow over it more when I visualize it treated by faceting. 
To get the glow in preparation is so important; that inward 
thrill at the prospect of proclaiming the truth seems to 
well up again in the actual proclamation itself. And what 
of the psychological method? It may be authoritative or 
persuasive — but, almost certainly, persuasive here. 

“Very good! Another sheet of paper! Text at the top. 
If I have begun with a subject, I must have it linked up 
now with the Book of God. The theme — my pregnant 
phrase — underneath. On what pattern shall I facet? My 
aim is really the buttressing of faith. Clearly, therefore, 
I should facet on the pattern: This is true because... . 
What, then, are the facets (or headings)? It is true be- 
Caretta ey cay earns (8) <a fed . Whichets 
the best order of the headings? Number 2 is stronger than 
number 4 and really sequential to it. Change them over! I 
must build up, of course, to a climax. The light ought to 
fall full on that fine face at the last. 

“Good! This is a strong structure. Maybe I should turn 
up some books again now, and think out the matter for 
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each heading. Each section must be well paneled in and 
I must get an idea just where the joints should come; one 
must not ‘ bump’ at transitions, but plan to run over with 
smoothness. A well-chosen metaphor will often do it. It 
can be flung out like a hook from one section of the sermon 
and picked up by a complementary hook in the next. 

“How would it be best for the whole sermon to begin? 
Does the context offer a striking beginning? Is there an 
opening sentence in the news of the week? I need not stay 
in the newspaper more than a moment. Or shall I leap 
over someone else’s back with a short, memorized, and 
apposite quotation? 

“ All in all, it must be the context here. Honesty and 
full understanding demand it, and it need not be dull. I 
can arrest by the very surprise of the setting. 

“What about the conclusion? It is not “how to.’ I am 
nourishing faith. Success here is marked by the people's 
complete assurance of the truth. On the whole, it is a time 
for recapitulation. I will hold the jewel up at the last for 
a further look, and turn it so that the facets catch the light 
again in quick succession, and I'll drop the curtain sud- 
denly with the light full on that central face. 

“Fine! It is going well. Another sheet of paper for a 
full and ordered outline: Text. Theme. Opening. First 
heading, second, third, fourth. Conclusion. Space beneath 
each. I must put in still more work on these sections. Each 
is a minor whole in this faceting structure, with its own 
beginning, development, and intermediate conclusion. 

“Where should the illustrations come? At the beginning, 
perhaps, of point one. It will picture the whole thing, and 
I can focus my aim best that way. Also under point three, 

which will be thick and shadowed if I do not light it up. 

“It is a good outline. I can start writing now. Yes! 
Every word of it must be written from beginning to end. 
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If I write a sermon a week for ten years, I shall have a 
terse, clean, direct style which will benefit all my extem- 
pore speaking. Nothing now but the sheer labor of writing, 
and it is all a labor of love. Let me be quiet with God 
before I begin. Let me be sure that this is, indeed, ‘a 
manifestation of the Incarnate Word, from the written 
Word, by the spoken word.’ Perhaps I should leave the 
writing until tomorrow, for God to correct or confirm what 
now seems so right for me to say. Unless I meet unex- 
pected difficulties, four good hours after this stage should 
see the sermon done. I have something good for my people 
next Sunday! ” 


Let me give an illustration of this method actually at 
work even though it be (for the sake of variety ) different 
in structure from the one suggested above. I turn over the 
pages of my notebook and see a page headed with the 
text: “ At home with the Lord” (II Cor. 5:8). A note re- 
minds me that it is the American Standard Version ren- 
dering and belongs to a passage in which Paul sighs for 
heaven. I see that I have added different thoughts and 
queries on various occasions when I have turned to this 
page in my book. “He longs for heaven but, earth or 
heaven, he wants to be with the Lord. But heaven is his 
home. Home! — lovely word — perhaps the sweetest in our 
tongue. What makes heaven home? 


“*Thy presence makes my paradise, 
And where Thou art is heaven.’ 


Is no man at home until he is with the Lord? Is a man 
really lost away from Christ? Does he know it? Is there 
something in men that witnesses to a royal origin? Is our 
racial memory only of sin? 

“Let me brood on these notes. There is stuff here. On 
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to the desk with it! I will wrestle with this theme and 
make a sermon now. 

“Paper! Text at top. Let me think! What is it saying to 
me? What aspect of it do I really want to get out? It is 
not a plain expository sermon. I am going to ‘ convert’ the 
text into a theme. But what? Does my preaching impera- 
tive center in ‘home’ or ‘ heaven’ or in the human heart? 
Where is the focal point at which my concern and that 
text meet? 

“Home? Is it home? But that might lead me away to 
the praise of earthly homes. Very nice, but not my concern 
now! 

“Heaven? Is it heaven? But I cannot give a map of 
heaven, and I must not be lost in vague imagery or sheer 
otherworldliness. 

“Over and over in the mind it goes. I begin to write: 
scraps of this and that; all related but no sure line yet. I 
turn it about this way, that way. Why does he want to be 
at home with the Lord? Where would he be at home with 
the Lord? Only in heaven? Not here? How is a man at 
home with the Lord? 

“There are several possible themes here, but one is 
beckoning me on; something is struggling for expression 
through that text and my soul; something particular. 
I've got it! Of the many things here, this is what I want 
to consider — the reminiscence of God in the soul. Is there 
such a reminiscence? Am I foolish? Am I in danger of 
speculating about the soul’s pre-existence? What is it that 
I want to say which is Scriptural, experiential, and prac- 
tical too? 

“I want a phrase that will state my title and fix my 
fence. “The Appetite for Heaven ’? No! ‘ The Echo of God 
in the Heart ’? No! “The Homesickness of the Soul.’ What 
about that? That’s it! That fixes the line. Away with all 
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this stuff about our earthly homes; no maps of heaven ei- 
ther; never mind, at this moment, about Paul’s wanting to 
be off. I fix on this alone: ‘ The homesickness of the soul.’ 
Anything in the commentaries about this? No! Pity! But 
they are concerned, quite properly, with sheer exposition. 
I have ‘used’ my text for a theme. 

“Let me think of the congregation. The youth will 
laugh up their sleeves if I talk about heaven. Or will they? 
The hardheaded businessmen will think I am sadly irrele- 
vant today. Or are they hungry for a sure word? I can 
make them all see the relevance of this. It will lead me to 
dig in their own souls, but people do not really mind one 
mining there. Vanity, perhaps! But I am as guilty myself. 
Is there a homesickness of the soul? What is that passage 
in Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations of Immortality ’? 


“*Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home.’ 


What did Cleopatra mean when she said, 
“*T have immortal longings in me’? 


It means more to me, I fancy, than it meant to her. Or 
Charles Wesley? 


“*With songs to Zion we return, 
Contending for our native heaven.’ 


‘Return . . . our native heaven 7! 

“Now I must decide on a structure. Can I prove that 
there is a homesickness of the soul? that we are only at 
home when we are with the Lord? that there is a reminis- 
cence of God in all men? 

“It must be argued, of course — and out of experience. 
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But what is the evidence? Not very weighty, surely? I will 
build on two facts verifiable in experience: first, that there’ 
is something in man that earth can never satisfy; secondly, 
that there is in man a nostalgia for heaven. The psycho- 
logical method must be persuasive; the illustrations will 
have to be fairly free and, therefore, brief. I am glowing 
over this already. It will, at least, be unusual today to have 
a sermon on heaven! 

“Another sheet of paper! Text. Theme. Two major 
headings. 

“How shall I begin? I know! The homing instinct of 
birds and beasts and fish. Fascinating stuff there. Mention 
eels! Nothing more wonderful. It can all be brief and I 
will challenge them with this, ‘Is there a homing instinct 
in man?’ I shall then be right at major point number one. 

“How shall I conclude? I want them to recognize, re- 
spect, and nourish the reminiscence of God in the soul. 
There must be some “ how to’ in this, but it will probably 
strike home best with a good illustration that summarizes 
it all. 

“T think I am ready now for the full outline. How can 
I make those two major points really strong? The first is 
not so hard. Nothing on earth does permanently ‘satisfy. 
I can prove that. Neither money, position, fame, pleasure, 
nor rude physical health. They only seem to satisfy, and 
that only for a while. Earth satisfies the beasts; it cannot 
satisfy man. What does Browning say? 


““Irks care the crop-full bird? 
Frets doubt the maw-crammed beast?’ 


William Watson knew that earth could never satisfy. He 
asked, 


ae 


In this house with starry dome, . 
Shall I never feel at home?’ 
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I can prove all that, and nail it home with manifold illus- 
trations; indeed, I shall have to be careful to see that the 
illustrations are kept in check. 

“ But the second point, viz., that there is in man a nos- 
talgia for heaven? Can I prove that? I have got Words- 
worth and Charles Wesley lined up, but I do not want 
too much poetry even if it is familiar. Can I prove it from 
the plain man? I think I can. He also has immortal long- 
ings in him. Erskine of Linlathen will serve me, and Logan 
Pearsall Smith in reverse! 

“I shall have to face the fact before I conclude that this 
will all seem ‘ otherworldly ’ to some of the congregation, 
but I do not fear that. I know that only those people work 
with full effectiveness for the New Jerusalem below who 
clearly see the New Jerusalem above and who aim to 
make it after the pattern that God showed them in the 
mount. I will give them a pointed reminder of the glorious 
social consequences of the work of John Wesley, Lord 
Shaftesbury, William Booth, and other God-intoxicated 
men, all consciously marching to Zion, all sure of heaven. 

“T am ready to write now, but I have done enough, 
perhaps, for the day. It wants to be prayed over and left 
to lie fallow. I will write it tomorrow — and it will be fun. 
There is nothing irreverent in feeling that way about my 
work. My people seem to enjoy hearing what I enjoy in 
preparation; and they not only enjoy it — they translate it 
into life.” 


It might be felt by some students of preaching that the 
practice of writing every sermon out in full is unnecessary 
labor, especially to a man with a natural gift of fluency, 
and it would be honest to admit that some slight peril does 
attach to the rule. If a man make the habit so slavish that 
he cannot even “thank the ladies for preparing the tea” 
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without writing his words out first, it has become an awful 
prison. But the commoner danger — and especially with 
those who are naturally fluent — is to rely upon their gift 
of speech; and, because they do not write, they develop a 
diffuse style full of “ hedging ” adjectives, and they always 
seem slow in coming to a conclusion. 

My own practice in the early years, when I was usually 
facing the same congregation twice a Sunday, was to write 
out one sermon fully and preach the other from brief 
notes behind which was no manuscript at all. By writing 
one sermon a week I hoped for precision, clarity, and 
terseness in expression; by preaching a sermon without 
writing every week, I hoped to develop the freeness and 
readiness of the true extempore style. Each method helped 
the other. The people never knew my methods, nor could 
they have distinguished any difference in the preparation 
by the preaching. The passing years bring a greater mas- 
tery of the craft, and a man will probably feel less and less 
the need to write in full. He may choose to write only the 
beginning and end of his sermon and, perhaps, the more 
closely reasoned parts of his argument. A word on the 
manuscript suffices for an illustration, and terseness is at- 
tained without the sacrifice of spontaneity. It is the man 
who has never written his sermons out, and never intends 
to, who is almost certainly doomed to unconscious repeti- 
tion and mediocrity. Without being aware of it, he con- 
stantly repeats himself in ideas, in illustrations, and in 
phrasing. He seems incapable of letting his nouns appear 
in company alone. He tries to disguise the paucity of 
thought by piled-up adjectives. At his best he is rather 
repetitive, and at his worst he is a windbag. 

It needs hardly to be said that, because a man writes a 
manuscript in his study, he is not compelled to read it from 
his pulpit desk. On the contrary, one greatly hopes that 
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readers were great preachers. Some most influential minis- 
ters of the gospel have read their sermons to the people. 
Thomas Chalmers read — not with the adroitness of Dr. 
J. H. Jowett, who was barely known to be reading at all — 
but with his finger on the line and his nose near the paper. 
Yet his sermons were mighty! The Holy Spirit can inspire 
a man in his study and with his pen in his hand, as well as 
a man in the pulpit with nothing written out but a few 
notes. 

Nevertheless, every preacher should aim to be free of 
his manuscript, and not too tied to his notes. If you have 
got something from God to say to the people, it is better 
to look them in the face when you say it. The people nor- 
mally feel about a man who reads his sermons that they 
get his message without getting “him.” Something of the 
easy commerce of pulpit and pew is sacrificed in this way. 
A man is not so open to those sudden inspirations which 
a preacher often feels in the act of preaching and knows, 
in the very moment of their reception, that they are given 
from above. Nor can a pulpit reader easily defer a point 
that he is making if, momentarily, something disturbs the 
congregation and he wants to get them settled again be- 
fore he nails the truth home. He is on car lines and he 
must run to the end of his track. 

The practice of writing the sermon in full, coupled with 
warnings against reading it in the pulpit, is not a circui- 
tous way of advising a preacher to learn it off by heart. 
It would be better to be a good reader in the pulpit than 
a preacher who consciously memorizes. For one thing, no 
man sustaining a constant ministry to the same people 
could do it, and, for another, it has most of the disad- 
vantages of the read sermon in addition to placing such 
a strain upon a man’s mind and nerve that it is almost cer- 
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tain to break him in some way, as it broke Morley Pun- 
shon years ago. A man who writes his sermon out, and 
reads it over two or three times before delivery, uncon- 
sciously memorizes parts of it. No harm in that! But the 
point to bear in mind is this: he. is not trying to memorize 
it. He faces the people with his mind filled with his mes- 
sage and he aims to clothe his thoughts in fitting words 
just as the message unfolds. The gains of writing the ser- 
mon out are not shown chiefly in that particular sermon 
but in the style of all his preaching—the extempore 
preaching that has a manuscript behind it and the extem- 
pore preaching that has no manuscript at all. 

For men of unusual temperament, or nervous appre- 
hension, no rules can easily be laid down. One must just 
be grateful that God owns sincere and prayerful work 
howsoever it is offered to him. But for the majority of men, 
and especially for those in their prentice years, this seems 
the best advice to me: no conscious memorizing; no read- 
ing in public; write the message out in full when you can, 
and then lay the manuscript aside; take notes, if you need 
them, to the pulpit — as few as possible; lift up your heart 
to God, look the people in the face, and say the word he 
has given you to speak. 

“ How long should I preach? ” is a question one is some- 
times asked. It is a more difficult question than appears on 
the surface. It really relates to how you preach. Ten 
minutes is too long from some men, and thirty from others 
leaves one longing for more. I went to morning worship 
years ago in the English Church at Ostend. It was a gray 
November day and I was hungry for the company of my 
fellow countrymen and as prepared for worship as I know 
how to be. God was there! — and perhaps nothing else 
matters, but the sermon at that service has always stayed 
in my mind: the sermon as a fact, I mean; nothing much 
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about it. The text was an obscure verse from Ezekiel and 
was more obscure when the sermon ended than when it 
began. It was “ confusion worse confounded.” It was coun- 
sel darkened with words. I was surprised afterward to 
realize that it had been going on only for seventeen min- 
utes: it had seemed an age. Yet I have heard Dr. F. Luke 
Wiseman and Dr. C. Ryder Smith (not to mention others) 
when fifty minutes seemed like five. When 


“Heaven came down my soul to greet, 
And glory crowned the mercy-seat.” 


Not only does the length of the sermon depend on how 
you preach; it depends also on the subject. Bishop Stubbs 
of Oxford told the curate who asked him what to preach 
about that he was to “ preach about God and preach about 
twenty minutes,” but, excellent as that advice is in some 
ways, it ignores the fact that in the variety of subjects 
with which a preacher has to deal there is a necessary 
variety of length. Some subjects are adequately dealt with 
in twenty minutes; others require forty. If you have mas- 
tered the craft of holding the people’s attention, and if 
they know you well enough to understand that the sermon 
is always as short as an adequate dealing with your se- 
lected aspect of truth allows, they will not resent the extra 
time when you require it. 

When the sermon manuscript is finished, it must be 
checked — checked by the preacher himself. That is yet 
another gain of writing out in full what one means to say. 
Criticism of a sermon after it is preached, whether the 
criticism comes from a man’s own mind or from his wife, 
comes (so far as that occasion is concerned) too late. The 
sermon has been preached. That is why dramatic criticism 
in newspapers is limited in its usefulness. It also comes 
too late. The play is on before the critic sees it. The only 
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criticism is that it may benefit a man’s subsequent work. 

But if a preacher prepares a full manuscript, he can 
check it himself before its delivery. Suppose he fixes his 
themes for the following Sunday on Tuesday and has the 
sermons finished by Friday night: one in outline only, 
and one fully written out. He has part of Saturday, at least, 
for his final preparation. Included in that final prepara- 
tion must be a drastic examination of what he has written, 
with questions like these in mind: 

Is the subject big enough? It might be thought that any 
subject that a man chose to deal with in the pulpit, and 
that had a link with the Bible, would be “big” enough 
for preaching, but it does not necessarily follow. Some 
men have an itch for out-of-the-way texts, which often 
lead them to trifling and out-of-the-way subjects. One has 
sometimes suspected that there was a vanity in the choice 
of the odd text and the hope that the people would won- 
der, “ Whatever will he get out of that? ”; and, if that were 
true, it would be low indeed. It is better to take the “ big” 
texts, even though one feels inadequate before them, and 
something of a failure afterward, than petty things easily 
understood and not much worth understanding at the end. 

Does this sermon do one thing well? It is a common fault 
of unpracticed preachers to have too much in their ser- 
mons or, at least, not to be loyal to the one theme they 
have ostensibly chosen. If they have enough of our craft to 
put a fence around their theme, they had not had, alas! 
enough firmness to respect the fence. Unrelated, or tenu- 
ously related matter, has been admitted. Consequently, 
directness has been lost. The unity of the sermon is not 
obvious. It could not wear Paul’s phrase as an honest 
motto: “This one thing I do.” The sermon comes to its 
conclusion, but no one could say at the close precisely 


Methods of Preparation 181 


what it had set out to achieve. In reading his sermon over 
before delivery, therefore, the preacher will question his 
mind particularly about that. 

Is there something in it for most people? It is possible to 
make a well-wrought sermon, and on an important sub- 
ject, but important only to a few, or important to people 
who are not there. We have already glanced at the folly 
and danger of denouncing the sins of people who do not 
come to church, but the whole error is not compassed by 
that. I preached a sermon once on scrupulosity, and it may 
have been intended by God for someone. But, in the hour 
of preaching, a sense of the rareness of the sin in the mod- 
- ern world (whatever may have been true of the ancient 
monastery) came over me, and I felt that the subject 
would have been better dealt with in private talks to the 
unusual men and women who suffer from it, or, if in public 
preaching at all, not as the theme of a whole sermon but 
simply as the subject of a section. The point of a sermon, 
therefore, should not be too fine. It should be calculated 
to meet the needs of more than a very few. 

Has the subject overlaid the object? Sermons, as we have 
seen, have both a subject and an object. Normally they 
are knit together, and the subject, well handled, achieves 
the object as its end. But, curiously enough, it is possible 
for the subject to work against the object, and it happens 
this way. A man can become self-consciously clever with 
our craft. He may take an artist’s delight in sermon struc- 
tures, in the balance of parts, the smoothness of transi- 
tions, and the variety of illustrations. To achieve profes- 
sional competency and please his artistic taste, ‘he may 
forget that the real end of the sermon is a spiritual object. 
It happens, sometimes, that the spiritual object may re- 
quire some sacrifice of literary skill and homiletical artifice. 
The practiced preacher will have that especially in mind 
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when he checks his own manuscript. He must sometimes 
throw away devices that please him by their deftness in 
order to thrust more directly at the vulnerable spots in, 
the hearer’s heart. Preaching was never meant to be an’ 
opportunity for human self-display. The sermon has a 
work to do. It will be judged, not by its artistry, but by the 
effectiveness with which it does the work. 

The Marquess of Reading (then Mr. Rufus Isaacs, K.C.) 
was once defending Mr. A. G. Gardiner in a libel suit. He 
virtually won the case; a farthing damages was awarded. 
When the jury had given their verdict, Gardiner warmly 
thanked his astute advocate, but said: “Mr. Isaacs, why 
did you alter your line of defense? You never touched our 
real case.” 

“ My dear sir,” said Isaacs, “ his lordship is a plain man 
who loves a plain issue. Your real case was complex and 
would have tired him and irritated him.” * That was how 
he had won, with judge and jury as well. He checked the 
impulse of his fine mind to deal with legal finesse in order 
to win the case. The preacher must win the case. Whatever 
militates against winning the case is his enemy — even 
though it be his own skill! 

Is the matter in this sermon in the best order? It is sur- 
prising what effect order can have upon the worth of one’s 
material. To alter the position of a point in a sermon is 
often to vary its value enormously. In one place it can be 
smashing; anticipated too soon, or arriving tardily, it 
might almost as well have been thrown away. One de- 
velops an extra “ sense” for judging order. It is splendidly 
fostered by the discipline of logic, but even without that 
one grows in ability to say of a point in a sermon: “ There 
is its place. That place! — that, and no other.” 

Is the style simple, nontechnical, and non-Canaanitish? 


12 A. G. Gardiner, Prophets, Priests, and Kings, pp. 156 £. Dent. 
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The simple Saxon word is always to be preferred to the 
classical polysyllable, except when meaning is at stake. 
Even then a Saxon phrase might be preferable to a word 
of Latin origin that the people only dimly understand. 
Although this rule can be overpressed, it is normally true; 
the nearer to the soil, the nearer to the people. 

One cannot, of course, avoid using words of both origins, 
nor should one try. The two main streams that pour into 
English enrich our tongue, and it would be a foolish and 
unnecessary impoverishment to deny ourselves the use of 
both if we always bear in mind a preference for the sim- 
pler. Indeed, a preacher is driven to use both, if only be- 
- cause he is compelled by his work to say the same thing 
over and over again, and yet keep the topic fresh. More 
than most men, therefore, he is in need of synonyms. Yet 
it remains true that he must always prefer the simpler 
word when he can find it. Everybody will understand him 
then; a speech compounded of unusual and unexplained 
words will leave many people lagging behind. 

But even men whose normal style is simple get into the 
way of overusing, in the pulpit, the technical language of 
theology. That it must be used on occasion none can doubt. 
How can the teacher-preacher make any headway at all 
if he be forbidden to speak of reconciliation, redemption, 
atonement, salvation, sanctification, and a host of similar 
words? Use them he must sometimes, but they all want 
minting afresh for the modern congregation, and no man 
should use them lightly who is not certain, and certain by 
his own clear and reiterated teaching, that his people do 
understand what these great terms mean. 

And, if the preacher must be careful today not to over- 
use the technical terms of theology in preaching, must he 
not be even more careful about the use of technical terms 
from psychology, which are uglier than the theological 
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terms and have no ancient and high warrant in the Book 
of God? Preachers often speak today (and without ex- 
planation) of phobias, traumas, complexes, apperception, 
schizophrenia, primordial, subliminal, etc. All these words,’ 
no doubt, have their proper place, but it is seldom in the 
pulpit and perhaps never without explanation. And the 
number of words one can stop to explain is very limited 
in the course of a sermon which is setting out to do some- 
thing else. In most cases, it is possible and better to change 
the word. 

Nor do these end the stylistic blemishes the preacher 
looks for as he checks his sermon. He looks also for “ the 
language of Canaan.” Deeply read as he is in the Bible, 
and warmly attached to his hymnbook and to the books 
of classical devotion, he finds that their phrasing (archaic 
now to modern ears) has crept imperceptibly into his own 
style and, whenever he writes (even for the secular press), 
he finds himself writing “ parson’s English.” It is not a very 
serious fault in the pulpit. The people who hear the 
preacher know and love the language too. Every com- 
munity has its own characteristic speech, and there is a 
mellow beauty about the language of Canaan. The words 
seem soaked in the devotion of the centuries. 

Nonetheless, it is sometimes perplexing to the young 
people, and it is certainly perplexing (if I may employ a 
bit of it in uttering the warning) to the stranger within 
the gates. “Outpourings of grace,” “the witness of the 
Spirit,” “washed in the blood,” “toiling in rowing” — 
four phrases that I heard recently in one religious address, 
and a hundred similar phrases, mean very little to the 
people outside and whom we are particularly eager to 
interest when they make their infrequent visits to church. 

Consequently, when the preacher examines his manu- 
script, he does so with a pencil in his hand and he prunes 
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his style of everything which will hinder understanding. 
in the people he longs to win. 

Other things he will bear in mind also in this final revi- 
sion: the number and adequacy of the illustrations, the 
power of the sermon to grip quickly, the clean, direct way 
it comes to its end. The checking will all be done with 
his heart lifted to God, and his mental eye upon the peo- 
ple. He trusts that God will own the word and say of this 
also: “ It shall not return unto me void, but it shall accom- 
plish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing 
whereto I sent it.” 


Well! There it is! The sermon soundly made, the manu- 
script written, and the manuscript checked. It has been 
hard but happy work. There is no way of taking the toil 
completely out of it. Every sermon takes its toll of hours, 
and must do so. Work in the study; work as one walks; 
work, maybe, in the trains. But it is done now! Read it 
again. Make a few notes. Away with the manuscript. The 
time has come. Lift your heart to God for a crowning 
blessing on the word which he has given you, and which 
you have steeped in prayer from the moment it came, and 
go, with ambassadorial humility and authority, and give it 
to the people. 


VIll 
Mistakes Commonly Made 


WE nave had need in every chapter, as we have come 
to it, to utter certain warnings against the dangers that 
beset the preacher’s path. Every legitimate subject of 
preaching, every structural type, each of the psychological 
methods is prone to certain weaknesses, and we were at 
some pains to point them out. The beginnings and the 
ends of our sermons were in need of warning words as 
well, and it has been our simple strategy in this book not 
to tie the preacher too closely to rules but to point out on 
each part of our voyaging what was the Scylla and Charyb- 
dis of our course. “ Keep in the deep water between those 
dangerous extremes,” we said, “ and you are safe.” 

It is necessary, before we conclude, to touch lightly on 
some common mistakes already mentioned, and then to 
mention certain others that have not come under our 
notice until now. 


It is imperative that the preacher shall not himself lose 
faith in preaching. If a man suspects that that dire catastro- 
phe has happened, or is happening, in his soul, let him 
regard the discovery with something of the horror he 
would feel at a clinical confirmation of cancer in his body. 
Let him solemnly face the fact before God that it will eat 
his life away. Let him recognize that it can grow to size 
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and strength in such secret ways that he can be all un- 
aware of its power until it is fatal. Let him aim to live so 
near to God that he is made aware of the earliest begin- 
nings of this deadly disease, and made aware, also, of the 
way to a cure. 

Confidence in preaching is not so very hard to maintain. 
It is largely a matter of one’s devotions. If a man is vigilant 
here, if he keeps his appointments with heaven, if he 
treasures up the proofs which God gives him of the power 
of preaching (his own or another’s), and if he remembers 
clearly what someone’s preaching did for him in his youth, 
he will not slide into supposing that it is a useless and 
parasitic occupation. When he thinks on all that God has 
done by preaching through the years — Gregory of Nazian- 
zus, Chrysostom, Ambrose, Bernard of Clairvaux, Wycliffe, 
Hus, Bossuet, Richard Baxter, George Whitefield, Jonathan 
Edwards, Spurgeon, Hugh Price Hughes, and tens of 
thousands of lesser known men — he will not wave it aside 
as “ sound and fury, signifying nothing.” 

So regarding it, he will not allow related occupations 
to squeeze it from its fitting place. Living as a minister in 
the modern world, and admitting the need to take his part 
in communal affairs, he will not permit anything to lessen 
his reverence for the pulpit, or prevent his making the 
most thorough preparation to “ administer the Word.” 

Acknowledging that some men have special aptitude 
for the work, he will not allow that anyone is more 
“called” than he is called himself, or that anyone has a 
finer gospel to proclaim. The same commission and the 
same gospel given to Chrysostom are given to him. If, by 
nature, he is not so “ goldenmouthed” as that prince of 
orators, he is determined, by the help of the Holy Spirit, 
to bring what has been given him in nature to the highest 
pitch of perfection that he can. The idea that hard work 
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is unnecessary if you have the Holy Spirit, he spurns for 
the lying laziness which he knows it to be. Without the 
divine blessing upon it, he is aware that his work will be 
vain, but he knows also that he cannot expect the divine 
blessing unless he has done all that he can himself. Laying 
his best work before God, he is bold to say, “ This is my 
utmost, Father; now add the power which thou alone 
canst give.” 

Nor does he try to be original. He recognizes that he 
has an old gospel to proclaim. He exults in its age. It is the 
same gospel brought by the apostles. It has met the needs 
of the faithful for nigh two thousand years. It must be 
stated freshly and in the thought forms of his own age, and 
lighted up, no doubt, by modern instances, but the long- 
ing to say something no one has said before he recognizes 
as a snare to avoid. 

Nevertheless, he is determined never to be dull. One 
can be interesting without being “ original.” It is a harder 
and higher task to make the old and true winning and 
meaningful than to make people gasp at bizarre “ originali- 
ties.” Deeply he believes that preaching ought to be inter- 
esting. It is astounding to the natural mind at all times that 
God should commission any order of men to be the mouth- 
piece of his will but, once allow that possibility, and it is 
incredible that the communications should be dull. There 
are times when the preacher can only give his own views 
of certain matters he raises. He has no clear word from the 
Lord. But, normally, it is not views he brings but news. It 
is surely one of the most incredible of all things that news 
from God should not only be dull at times but expected to 
bel Against that the preacher resolutely sets his face. 
Whether the people bear or forbear, it will, at least, be a 
thrilling announcement as, like an eager herald, he pub- 
lishes it in the face of all men. To those, even of his own 
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order, who deny that preaching was meant to be interest- 
ing, he can but say, “I do not believe you.” 

Curiously enough, the idea has gone abroad in some 
quarters that it is scholarship that makes preachers dull. 
The idea is ludicrously absurd, but it is not without interest 
to inquire how the belief got abroad. 

Some men parade their scholarship. They are not, as a 
rule, the riper scholars, but industrious hacks who display 
the worst fault of “ academics.” Having become more in- 
terested in books than in life, they grow less and less able 
to clothe their ideas for preaching in the experiences of 
common men, and need to turn more and more to tomes 
' for the stuff of their sermons. Consequently, much of it is 
secondhand and has a musty smell which normal persons 
dislike. These men are in danger of becoming mental 
recluses, out of touch with life, and this robs their preach- 
ing of any chance it ever had of being real. 

Yet scholarship is important. Books are precious tools. 
The minister who neglects his Greek, for instance, has 
thrown away a master key. No man who preaches can 
ignore an opportunity for learning. The chances of wider 
education for some laymen who serve the pulpit may be 
few and far between, but it is all the more important that 
they seize what chances they can. But no man in the pulpit 
ought to parade his learning. Carry it lightly! If ignora- 
muses think you have no store of erudition because they 
can “understand everything you say,” and think it is all 
so simple because you take pains to light it up with illus- 
tration, let them think it. The preacher has his own tempta- 
tions to pride, and everything that keeps him low before 
God is to be welcomed. Yet be as learned as you can. Be 
accurate in your learning. Be a specialist in something — 
even though it be but a fragment of all you would like to 
know. I knew a lay preacher once who specialized in the 
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book of The Acts of the Apostles. It was not the substance 
of all his preaching, and I discovered his specialism only 
by accident, but my heart warmed to a man who worked 
long hours for the bread of this life, yet gave all his leisure 
to the service of the pulpit and, as one secret side line, had 
made himself master of a book of the English Bible. Much 
of it he knew by heart. All that the chief commentators 
had said he knew also. He had the humbleness and exact- 
ness and reverent curiosity that great scholarship always 
wears. Lightfoot and Westcott and Moffatt would have 
owned him a brother, I think. It was only early depriva- 
tion that had so stringently narrowed the range of his 
research. 

If a preacher approaches his work in a spirit of awesome 
reverence for God and for his truth, he will never despise 
his hearers or fall out of sympathy with the common peo- 
ple. There are ministers who — half unconsciously, no 
doubt — despise the people they serve. “If I really let my- 
self go,” they seem to say, “if I told them all I know, how 
could they understand it? It would go clean over their 
heads. Nor do they want the best I have to give. The mass 
of people do not come to church at all, because it is enter- 
tainment they want, and the few who do come look for 
entertainment even in the house of God. I will not pander 
to them.” 

I cannot think that Jesus would speak or think like that. 
Though he said that the way to life was narrow and “ few 
are they that find it,” he did not despise the people. He 
had compassion on the multitude. He never hardened his 
heart against the people who were looking for happiness, 
and looking in the wrong place. It is difficult, perhaps, for 
a preacher who has faithfully offered the bread of heaven 
for years without response to “maintain the spiritual 
glow ” and keep a tenderness in his heart to the people 
who ignore him and may even treat him as a joke. 
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But he must do it! The moment love for them leaves his 
heart, and deep solicitude for their salvation goes, he is 
finished. The preacher at a seaside resort makes his way to 
his almost empty church and sees a vast unheeding multi- 
tude spilling over the beach and not caring a bit that it is 
Sunday; the preacher in town makes his way to church 
and sees the railway stations and bus stops crammed with 
trippers and hikers, who have no interest whatsoever in 
the things he lives to declare. It is hard for both these 
unwanted men not to lose faith in their calling and not to 
despise the people in their hearts. 

But they must win that victory. The warm overtones of 
love; the proper deference which arises from honest re- 
spect for human personality; the accent which only gen- 
uine caring can put into a man’s voice — all these are neces- 
sary if preaching is to have power. One cannot despise or 
patronize the people and succeed in winning them. It 
would be a pity if one could. The gospel of love can hardly 
be effective on the lips of men who haven't got it them- 
selves. , 


On all these points we have lightly touched in our earlier 
study. Upon a few others of varying importance it may be 
useful if some stress is placed before we conclude. 


1. Don’t apologize for the sermon as you begin 

It sometimes happens that when a man has done his best 
in preparing a sermon, it seriously disappoints him even 
when it is complete. This is deeper than the common ex- 
perience of feeling that the sermon is not “ perfect.” That 
will be a. normal judgment of the preacher on his work 
because, as a craftsman with ideals, he will always have 
it at the back of his mind that his best sermon has not yet 
been preached. 

But, occasionally, having done his best in prayer and 
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thought and sheer unhurried work, the thing does not 
“come out” as he hoped. It has never taken fire in his 
heart. He has checked the importance of the theme, the 
soundness of the structure, the adequacy of the illustra- 
tions, and the clean directness of the conclusion, and yet 
he feels unsure of its power even as he goes to preach. The 
temptation to apologize as he begins may enter his heart. 

That temptation must be resisted. The expectation in 
people’s minds (which is always present, in some degree, 
as the sermon begins) is a precious asset of the preacher, 
and to smother it with apology and begin by implying, 
“I have nothing much for you this morning,” is among the 
most foolish things he can do. He needs their interest and 
expectation all the more on an occasion like this. The 
work has been honestly done. What guilty unbelief in God 
has convinced the preacher that the Holy Spirit will not 
honor the sermon at the time of its delivery and “send the 
fire” even as it falls from his lips? To douche the warm 
hearts of the people with cold water by way of introduc- 
tion is the poorest way to start a fire ever devised by the 
vanity and unbelief of man. 

Nor is this advice less good when the time spent in 
preparation has been inadequate and, for reasons beyond 
the preacher’s power, the work has not been well done. To 
the man who scamps his work by sheer laziness or in- 
efficiency, or because he is a hireling and not a shepherd, 
or because he puts golf before the gospel, or has no faith 
in his message or love of the people, I have no word to say. 
The bitterness of his remorse in eternity, when he faces 
at last all the consequences of his sloth, will be in itself (I 
imagine) almost more than he can bear. 

But there are, now and then, more respectable reasons 
than these for coming to the pulpit inadequately prepared. 
An epidemic may have swollen sick visitation to most un- 
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usual proportions. The preacher may be unwell himself, 
or have serious sickness in his own family. Quite inescap- 
able problems of administration may press upon him with 
peculiar heaviness in one particular week. For these good 
reasons — good enough to be given to God — the preacher 
comes to Sunday and knows that his messages are not 
adequately prepared. 

It is still wise not to apologize as one begins. God gives 
extra help to men who toil terribly at all times but whose 
toil at this unusual season could not be directed to pulpit 
preparation. Let a man be open with God in such an hour. 
Let him look his Father in the face and say, “I have done 
my best with all the time I had.” It is enough! God will 
undertake! No apologies! Go in full reliance on the Holy 
Spirit and the people will be blessed. 

During the Second World War I lived in air raid shelters 
in London for more than five years. I had no books but the 
Bible, and no real privacy day or night. At the periods of 
intensive attack, the work among the bombed-out people 
was so exhausting that one lost all sense of time and often 
did not know, in those underground caverns, if it was 
Tuesday or Thursday, eight o'clock in the morning or 
eight o'clock at night. One just went on and on, snatching 
an hour or two of sleep when the needs of the people 
abated a little, and then getting up and going on again. 

Yet Sunday came round with the same regularity, and 
I had to meet my much-tried people, many of whom had 
lost their homes and some of whom had lost their dearest, 
and all of whom were in sore need of the bread of life. 

I never went to my pulpit less homiletically prepared, 
yet never with greater confidence in God and the word I 
had to give. My sermon record assures me that I never 
fell back on “ old-stuff.” God undertook! “ Give them this,” 
he said. He gave me the message, and immense confidence 
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in it at the same time. The hungry sheep looked up and 
they were fed. 

In normal days the times of inadequate preparation 
come rarely in a disciplined preacher’s life. When they 
do come, fling yourself on God and make no apologies! 


2. Don’t be inaudible 


However rich a man’s message may be, it is no good 
if it is not heard. People complain constantly that the 
preacher is inaudible. Sometimes there are wrangles be- 
tween the pulpit and the pew as to where the fault really 
lies. 

Churches are often bad acoustically. Cruciform and 
domed buildings, in their different ways, can distort a 
good voice. Some deaf people insist on sitting at the back 
and then putting all the blame upon the preacher. “ Why 
do deaf people sit at the back of the church?” someone 
asked a well-known minister. “ Because they are not only 
deaf but daft,” he answered tartly. But he was too tart. 
We must be tender toward the deaf, who often come to 
worship with faithful regularity and sometimes hear so 
little. The wisest of them sit forward and it is very reward- 
ing to see the gratitude in their faces when we succeed 
in making them hear. 

Passing the blame, however, from pulpit to pew, and 
pew to pulpit, is no way forward. The chief responsibility 
rests unquestionably on the one whose task it is to lead 
the worship and to preach. He believes he is bearing a 
message from God. The necessity to make the people hear 
should burn in his heart. 

Sometimes the pew gives advice to the pulpit on elocu- 
tion, though, as a rule, it is not very clear advice, and in- 
teresting only in that it proves that the people are not 
hearing. They tell us to speak naturally, which is telling 
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us nothing at all because the word “natural” is a rough 
and undefined word at any time, and what is natural to 
one man is not natural to another, and no man who spoke 
“naturally” would be heard at the back of a large and 
echoing building. The “conversational style” in preach- 
ing has its merits for those people who like a sermon to be 
“a little intimate chat between you and me,” but nothing 
accounts for the inaudibility of the pulpit more than the 
popularity of the conversational style. It is sheerly not 
suitable for most large churches, and a herald is not having 
an intimate chat with anyone but proclaiming a message 
from his King. 

This question of style in preaching, therefore, seems 
deeper than the ordinary person knows. It turns on the 
very conception of the preacher's office. If preaching is the 
sharing with other Christian friends of “a few thoughts 
that have occurred to me,” a conversational style and a 
half-apologetic manner is fitting, but, if a man believes 
that he has come from the presence of God with an urgent 
message to men, he must proclaim it without a trace of 
apology, and you cannot proclaim in the conversational 
style. When one digs into the minds of people on this 
matter, one does not find them unwilling to receive a 
proclamation. Indeed, they rather like it. The too tenta- 
tive preacher with his deferential ways distresses them. 
“If you have a message from God, let us have it,” is the 
language of their hearts. It is pomposity they dislike in a 
preacher — not the manner of the herald — and that runs 
deep into the question of a man’s own secret commerce 
with God. 

Another common piece of advice the pew often gives 
the pulpit is this, “Don’t drop your voice at the end of a 
sentence.” If the advice were strictly taken, it would make 
nonsense of half we say. Of course, one must drop one’s 
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voice at the end of a sentence, but the drop must be in 
pitch and not (if the people are to hear) in volume. 

It will be clear from this that a preacher can learn much 
that is useful from those who teach voice production and 
elocution, but he must be sure that he is in the hands of a 
sound teacher. Some men have been damaged by elocu- 
tion lessons and have made their message still harder to 
receive by oversyllabication, and emphasizing the little 
words, and so stressing their final consonants that they add 
another syllable to almost every word they speak. 

Nor need we ask our teachers of elocution to iron every 
trace of the county of our origin out of our speech. That 
Dr. W. E. Orchard grew up in London and Dr. J. H. Jowett 
in Yorkshire was traceable in their fine preaching, and the 
preaching was no worse for that in either case. That some 
breath of our native heath is still about us is a far less 
serious fault than that we should appear affected in the 
pulpit. A teacher of phonetics went to prayers some years 
ago at a council school in the East End of London and 
heard the Cockney children sing, “ Prize Him for His grice 
and fiver.” On the following Sunday, he went to worship 
at a church in Mayfair and heard the little choir boys 
exhort the congregation to “Preese Him for His grease 
and fever.” On the balance, the phonetic expert preferred 
the East to the West. Though both were shocking, he 
thought the former sounded “ more real.” 

Good, clear speech is our aim, and no fastidiousness. 
Above all else, be heard. Spurgeon, with his fine voice, 
was impatient of the people who used him, either way, 
for their examples in elocution. “ Listen to what I am say- 
ing,” he said. “If you were listening to a will being read, 
you would not be studying the lawyer’s elocution. You 


would be too concerned to learn whether or not you were 
a legatee.” 
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3. Don't preach at or under or over the people, but to them 
_ and for them 


Some men earn the reputation of being pulpit scolds. 
They seem, all the time, to be in a denunciatory mood. 
They denounce the general world situation, the sins of 
statesmen, the sins of society, the sins of their own city, 
and the sins of their own congregation. They do it, more- 
over, with detachment, as though they were not them- 
selves in the world, the state, society, the city, or the local 
church. 

It is a pity. We have already noticed that it is spiritually 
debilitating for people constantly to hear sins denounced 
that are not their own. But it is not spiritually nourishing 
if, when they go to worship, the preacher seems always 
to dwell on the faults that he is so expert in finding in his 
people themselves. 

There are moments, no doubt, for denunciation, but no 
man should enjoy them. Frankness should not exclude 
tenderness. The task should hurt and be seen to hurt. The 
preacher should not exclude himself from condemnation. 
I may not be guilty of drunkenness or lechery, but I be- 
long to the society in which others have found it easy to 
go that way — and into that way, but for the grace of God, 
I should have gone myself. 

Moreover, life is hard: burdens are heavy; sorrows are 
bitter. People need encouragement and comfort. 

Don’t talk at them. 

Don’t talk under them. 

Some men treat their congregations like the interme- 
diate department of the Sunday school. Their sermons are 
children’s addresses. They pause to explain simple words. 
Their whole manner makes it clear that they rate the in- 
telligence of the people very low. 
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It may be admitted at once that the average congrega- 
tion is not deeply read in theology or philosophy. It must 
be admitted, also, that the Bible is not so well known as 
it used to be. It is clear also that in any congregation of 
reasonable size the educational level will vary, and the 
preacher must have regard to the people whose minds 
move more slowly than the rest. But none of these ad- 
missions nor all of them together justify a preacher in 
treating an adult congregation as a set of juveniles or a 
collection of morons. Those people have learned from life 
if not from books. It insults their maturity to be treated 
as children. Most of them will understand the hardest 
things if the preacher will explain them and take time to 
light them up. 

Don’t talk over the people. 

This is the commoner fault. It is not hard to understand 
how ministers slip into it. Many, many years of their life 
are given to the study of spiritual and ethical problems. 
Things that were complex to them as students have be- 
come simple and familiar with passing years. They fall 
into the way of supposing that those same things are 
familiar to their hearers. They make statements that pre- 
sume a knowledge or a viewpoint the people do not have. 
Unless the minister keeps close contact with people in 
their normal lives, and cherishes at least one pagan friend, 
he will begin to live a life dangerously apart from his fel- 
lows. His very goodness may insulate him. I heard a minis- 
ter say once in a class meeting that he was ashamed to 
confess that it was only with difficulty that he could main- 
tain his four periods of devotion a day. It was said humbly, 
I believe, for he was a good man and conscious of failure. 
But several of those who heard him found it hard to say 
their prayers unhurriedly once a day, and the good man’s 
confession discouraged them beyond measure. “I haven’t 
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Don't be too obviously over the people in learning or 
devotion either. A leader must not be so far ahead that the 
people who are following cannot keep him in clear view. 
A leader belongs. He is kin. A minister is identified with 
his people in seeking and finding, in success and failure, 
in disappointment and achievement as well. 

So when he preaches, he preaches to them and for 
them. One feels it all the time. Love wells out of him. He 
cares for the people. Their help is clearly his whole con- 
cern. Nothing matters to him in this half hour but that 
they grasp the truth, or feel the love of God, or taste and 
see (as he, himself, most obviously has done!) how gra- 
cious the Lord is. 

Some men conduct worship and preach with a certain 
detachment from the people. It is not clear that they are 
themselves worshiping. They seem to give a hymn to the 
people and then wait for them to finish it. It would appear 
that they are serving the meal but not eating it too. Some 
subtle identification is lacking. 

Perhaps that identification comes only of supernatural 
love and has to be received, like so much else in the minis- 
terial life, on one’s knees. But it can be received! It puts 
a wooing note into all one’s appeals, even into one’s warn- 
ings. It makes one careless of many things and certainly 
of one’s reputation as a preacher. With Paul, one feels: 


“(O to save these! to perish for their saving, 
Die for their life, be offered for them all.” 


4, Don’t steal other people’s sermons 


Plagiarism is a nasty sin. It would be nasty in anybody, 
but it is doubly nasty in a preacher. What kind of ethical 
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sensitivity has a man who takes somebody else’s work and 
passes it off as his own? From a man set apart to divide 
the word of truth it is dishonorable indeed. 

The heartiness of our condemnation makes it necessary, 
however, to be plain what we mean by “ plagiarism.” A 
man is clearly no plagiarist (literally, abductor, kidnaper) 
who takes a sermon and tells his congregation from whose 
volume he has taken it. No congregation or author would 
resent that on rare occasions, especially if the sermon ex- 
pounded some difficult theme and the preacher felt un- 
equal to the subject himself. Nor is a man a plagiarist who 
seeks stimulation for his mind from the work of other men. 
In that sense of the word Shakespeare would be a plagia- 
rist. So many of his stories are borrowed; the lustrous gar- 
ments are all his own. To cut a piece of cloth off another 
man’s roll is not, I think, a sin in literature of homiletics, 
but to steal the suit that he has made and parade it as one’s 
own is plain theft. The robber might as well have put his 
hand in our pocket and taken our purse. 

Years ago I was on holiday at Tighnabruaich in the 
lovely Kyles of Bute. I went to worship on the Sunday 
evening and sat under the ministrations of a visiting 
preacher. When he announced his text, I was arrested at 
once, having preached on the same text myself two or 
three weeks before. I was still more arrested when he be- 
gan with a flat contradiction of the text — as I began my- 
self. Word for word my sermon came out — just as it had 
appeared in a verbatim report from a religious journal 
which had published it without permission. The central 
illustration was a personal experience of mine. He gave it 
as his own. My children sitting beside me in the pew 
remembered the sermon and looked at me in astonish- 
ment. I blushed for the cloth. If I had been preaching in 
the pulpit a week later and had repeated my sermon, I 
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should have been suspected of plagiarism. 

But that salutary experience taught me something else. 
Nobody can steal like that and really make it his own. 
The whole thing lacked a certain conviction. It wasn’t his! 
The experience he was describing had not been beaten 
out in his own life, and he said things I had learned in 
sorrow as though he was mildly inquiring of someone’s 
cold in the head. On his lips that message did not do the 
work it was made to do. He was not behind it. If there 
were no ethics involved in plagiarism, it would still be a 
thing to avoid. One secret of power in preaching is to know 
the truth of what you are saying and believe it utterly. 
There are senses in which everyone can say with Paul, 
“my gospel,” for there is something of himself in every 
message the preacher honestly prepares. You are false, and 
you feel false, when you steal another man’s message and 
offer it as your own. 


5. Don’t repeat your own sermons unless you can glow 
over them 


A preacher may repeat his own sermons when he is 
preaching in another place, and would be wise, on occa- 
sion, so to do. Some men think it is dishonoring to God not 
to prepare a new sermon every time they mount the pulpit 
steps, but that is a rule that I find unconvincing. Having 
blessed the message to one congregation, God can bless it 
to another. 

The only peril a man is in who constantly repeats a 
sermon is that he will go on repeating it when it has se- 
cretly ceased to thrill his own heart and fails to kindle 
within him as the word of God should. Men who are al- 
ways itinerating, or take short pastorates and work each 
time through the same set of sermons, are most guilty of 
this sin. And it is serious! It really prevents God from say- 
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ing through them the word the people most need to hear. 
Sermons date in odd and subtle ways. The preacher's own 
spiritual growth, one would suppose, demands that he 
throw aside those outworn garments. Surely he has learned 
something new of life and of God since he shaped that 
message years ago. 

Moreover, it is only constant and fresh work in sermon 
preparation that keeps the life in preaching. If it does not 
seem new and wonderful to the pastor, it will not seem 
new and wonderful to his flock. The gospel does not 
change with changing years, nor yet the heart of man, 
but let a preacher beware lest he use that as an excuse for 
failing to seek the latest bulletin from heaven and go in- 
stead (like some itinerant evangelists and some ministers 
in the middle years) with an address dropping with age 
and curiously unreal even to himself. 

When a man repeats a sermon, let him rethink every bit 
of the argument; let him inquire how its relevance can be 
made plain in the very hour of its utterance; and let him 
drop it the moment his heart has ceased to glow. 


6. Don’t imitate other preachers or envy their gifts 


It is not surprising, perhaps, that young men whom God 
has called to preach and who feel unequal at times to their 
high calling should envy men who seem able to do the 
work without strain, and who go on doing it year after 
year. They may envy their voice, their range in language, 
their felicity in illustration, their power in argument, their 
gestures, appeal, and personal presence. 

It is best to put all that out of one’s mind. We do not 
possess those gifts, and we must accept ourselves. We can 
put no other man’s gifts on the altar, only our own. 

Our own are dear to God. He knew what we had, and 
had not, when he called us, and he means to give his mes- 
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sage through our consecrated personality. We shall not 
try, therefore, to be anybody else. Conscious imitation will 
only make us ridiculous, and not that only: it will hinder 
God in using what we are in ourselves. 

We shall not even envy other men their gifts. In the 
mercy and by the miracle of God, we may have things they 
have not got. Let us be ourselves — our best selves. We 
will pray and work, and work and pray, and dare to be- 
lieve that the God who called will equip us and speak his 
word through our unimpressive personality and faltering 
lips, and choose again “ the weak things of the world, that 
he might put to shame the things that are strong.” 


7. Don't preach without preparing your own heart 


Preparing to preach is not the same as preparing a ser- 
mon. Preparing the sermon is only part of the preparation. 
A man must prepare himself. That is why it is unwise to 
leave the preparation of the sermon so late that one is 
feverishly working on it almost up to the hour of its de- 
livery. Inevitably, there will be something of breathless- 
ness and haste about that message, and, probably, some- 
thing of breathlessness and haste about the messenger too. 
And that would be sad! We live in a breathless world, but 
God forbid that flurry should invade the pulpit. The 
preacher’s whole demeanor should partake of the calm and 
joy and serenity of God, and none of these is ever success- 
fully faked. The peace of God’s house, the awe of his wor- 
ship, the wonder of his presence, cannot be simulated. If 
they are regnant in the preacher's heart, they communi- 
cate themselves to the congregation. The preacher need 
not say it. The discerning know that he feels it: 


“Lo! God is here! let us adore 
And own how dreadful is this place! ” 
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All this comes in the preparation of oneself. The hour 
is approaching when I must conduct worship and preach 
the Word. The sermon is made; lessons and hymns are 
chosen; my mind and thought are ordered and ready. I 
need another equipment I cannot get myself. Let me be 
quiet before God. Let me carry the people I must address 
to him. Let me admit my nervousness and shrinking in 
the face of this task. Let me confess my unworthiness to 
bear any message from heaven. And as the Holy Spirit 
helped me in the preparation, let me expect him in the pul- 
pit also. 


I bow in silence at Thy feet. 
“Woe is mel! for I am undone; because I am a 
man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of 


a people of unclean lips.” 


“Lo, this hath touched thy lips; and thine in- 
iquity is taken away, and thy sin forgiven.” 


Forgiven greatly, how I greatly love! 
“Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” 
“ HERE AM I; SEND ME. 


“ Go pai 
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IN GRATITUDE FOR 
A GREATLY CHERISHED FRIENDSHIP 


If of these two things you can do only one — 
either hear the. Mass or hear the sermon — you 
should let the Mass go, rather than the sermon. 
. . « There is less peril for your soul in not hear- 
ing Mass, than in not hearing the sermon. 


BERNARDINE OF SIENA (1380-1444) 


I cannot hear a sermon without being struck by 
the fact that amid drowsy series of sentences 
what a sensation a historical fact, a biographical 
name, a sharply objective illustration makes! 
Why will not the preacher heed the admonition 
of the momentary silence of his congregation 
(and often what is shown him) that this partic- 
ular sentence is all they carry away? 


RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1803-1882) 


Preface to the American Edition 


THE warm welcome this book has received in England 
encourages me to hope that it may be of service to 
preachers in America also. I offer it, however, with some 
diffidence, because I do not regard myself as an expert 
and able always to find the perfect illustration, but 
rather as one whose confidence derives less from his 
- achievements than from the certainty that he is on the 
right road. 

Such illustrations as I have felt constrained to give are 
mainly my own and I need not apologize, seeing that it is 
part of my argument that a man ought to get his own il- 
lustrations and not take them from other preachers. If, 
therefore, I had made the book largely a collection of 
other men’s illustrations, I should have contradicted my 
main contention and defeated my chief end. But I have 
shrunk, nevertheless, from giving footnote references to 
my own books, though it may interest some readers to 
know that the quoted illustrations are drawn mainly 
from my smaller volumes of occasional addresses: Why 
Jesus Never Wrote a Book, He Is Able, and T hese Things 
Abide. 

My old professor, Rev. Dr. Charles Ryder Smith, and 
my ever-dependable secretary, Mr. P. E. Found, both 
deserve my deep thanks. 

W. E. SANGSTER 
The Westminster Central Hall 
London, England 
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I 
The Place and Use of Illustration 


*‘ Ir PLEASED God by the foolishness of preaching to save 
them that believe.” 

The foolishness of preaching! 

What preacher but has felt at times the foolishness of 
preaching? Words... words... words! In mo- 
ments of depression how can he help but contrast his 
lot with that of those who do things: the cabinetmaker, 
for instance, ankle-deep in the fresh-smelling shavings 
and fondling with a craftsman’s pride a piece of finished 
work; an architect, seeing his dreams turn into solid 
stone before his eyes; an engineer listening, with rapture 
on his face, to the purring of his great machine? 

But the foolishness of preaching .. . 

** J gave it up,” said one man who showed promise for 
a while of being a prince among preachers. “‘I gave it 
up because I felt that it had no more effect upon people 
than the patter of the rain upon the roof.” 

Nevertheless, the fact stands. Mysterious as we may 
judge it to be, it pleases God still, by the foolishness of 
preaching, to save them that believe. That is not to deny 
for a moment the interrelation of preaching with other 
means by which conviction concerning Christianity is 
brought to bear on human minds. No one who has had 
a cure of souls for any length of time is likely to mini- 
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mize the effect on a child of a devout home, or the in- 
fluence on people at any age of contact with a saint, nor 
yet the direct advocacy of the Holy Spirit in a human 
heart when He 


“. . . pleads the truth and makes reply 
To every argument of sin.” 


But, again and again, all this is made vivid, disturbing, 
meaningful, by a challenging word from a preacher and 
the will is moved to action when some poor stammerer 
eagerly leans over his pulpit and offers Christ. We might 
wish that God had fashioned his universe another way. 
In blasphemous vanity, we might suppose, with Omar 
Khayyam, that, if the world were in our making, we 
could “ remould it nearer to the Heart’s Desire,” but 
that is all vain speculation. We must accept the universe. 
On this earth a chief means which God uses to win men 
and women to himself is preaching. Inevitably, there- 
fore, all that concerns preaching is of an importance 
hard to exaggerate and perilous to ignore. 


First, of course, in importance is the actual substance 
of preaching — the message itself, the matter, the char- 
acter of the proclamation. How to announce it (with 
one aspect of which this book proposes to deal) is, in its 
very nature, secondary. What the preacher has to say as 
a message from the Almighty is clearly the thing that 
matters most. 

It is one of the tragic curiosities of preaching that 
some men commissioned to give this message seem to 
have no message to give. Appearing before people with 
a warrant which they claim to have taken from the 
pierced hand, they speak without conviction and they 
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are heard without effect. When they have said all, they 
have said nothing. If a working woman asked a member 
of their dispersing congregations, in her homely way, 
““ What was he going on about? ” not even the intelli- 
gent could give an answer. 

Nor is this poverty concealed by the most valuable 
natural gifts of oratory. Those shining gifts will only 
provoke the damning criticism of Carlyle: ‘ If that man 
had anything to say, he could say it.” The absence of a 
message makes the preacher a charlatan. Some of the old 
Hebrew prophets announced their word from God as a 
“ burden.” It weighed them down. How much it weighed 
’ them down we may test in this way. As we thrust our 
shoulder beneath their “‘ burden ” today, it weighs us 
down. Slipping within the covers of their book, we feel 
the relevance of their message to our own times, and, as 
we face both the claims of God and the obduracy of 
man, we feel crushed by the weight of the sorrow of 


God. 


If a man has lost — or never felt — the greatness of 
his message, he does not need instruction in the craft of 
sermon illustration. The only value that sermon illustra- 
tions can have is to light up the solemn grandeur of the 
message; to make it clear and winsome and capable of 
being grasped by the mind — and if there is no message, 
the very effort becomes meaningless. Indeed, it might be 
worse than meaningless. Some facility in this craft might 
blind a man — and even his hearers for a while — to the 
poverty of the situation and, by engaging their appetites 
with sugary trifles, leave them half unaware that they 
never had a meal. 

But if a man has felt the greatness of the gospel of 
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Jesus Christ, if the Bible speaks to him and speaks as the 
word of the living God, if the doctrines of the Church 
constrain his heart and reason, and he knows that men 
are false guides who deprecate doctrinal preaching, if he 
is schooled, moreover, in the philosophy of religion (not 
giving it a pre-eminence to theology but, on the other 
hand, not shutting out its just claims), and if, above all 
else, he wants to cry, “‘ O let me commend my Saviour to 
you,” then that man will despise no discipline that will 
make him succeed in his awesome toil and he will gladly 
* scorn delights, and live laborious days ” to prove him- 
self a workman that needs not to be ashamed. 

Nor — to be perfectly plain — does the craft of ser- 
mon illustration require any man to scorn delights and 
live laborious days. It is fun. It is an occupation of lei- 
sure. It rests a mind tired of grappling with heavier 
things. It is a recreation with which to reward yourself 
at the end of a weary day. 

Let a man give the best of his time for study to quarry- 
ing in the Book of God; let him be at pains to prove that 
the doctrines of the Church are well set in the Scriptures; 
let him lose no time (as some do) whining that “ people 
are not asking the right questions,” but in facing reso- 
lutely the questions they do ask even though they seem 
as “‘ elementary ” as every Religious Brains’ Trust reveals 
(“Is there a God?” “Does man need a religion? ” 
“Why pray?” “Is this life the end? ”) — and he will 
discover this: that he can use the odd moments of his 
busy day in learning how to put his point in a homely 
parable; how to have at call the apposite incident; how 
to reach swiftly for an honest analogy; and how, in 
short, to cast a flood of bright light by apt illustrations 
on what would otherwise be blurred and without sharp 
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edges in the mind of his most earnest hearers. 

The craft of sermon illustration is always subservient. 
It is important that that be borne in mind. The thin 
ranks of the great preachers include outstanding figures 
who never mastered this art at all. R. W. Dale said, “ An 
illustration is my despair.” Dean Church and F. W. Rob- 
ertson illustrate rarely. But no man can come within 
hailing distance of these masters if he does not burn 
with his message and feel at least a little of what Paul 
felt when he said, “‘ Woe is unto me, if I preach not the 


gospel! ” 


Nevertheless — having put the subject in its proper 
place — let us be clear that even if the place is subordi- 
nate, the theme is not trifling. Nothing about true 
preaching is trifling. That which can clarify the Word 
of God, and carry conviction to a hesitating mind, that 
which can banish doubt and remove impediments from 
frustrated faith, is not to be airily set aside by anyone. 

Many years ago I talked with a man in the town of 
St. Helens. He had known much trouble. His wife had 
been an invalid for years and life had posed other and 
harder problems for him. I gathered from our conversa- 
tion that he had been much helped by meditating on 
Paul’s thorn in the flesh. “It has been of help to me for 
years,” he said. 

Then he went on: 

*T heard a sermon on the subject long ago. It was a 
very ordinary sermon. My attention wasn’t fully held 
until the end. 

*€ Before the preacher closed, however, he gave an il- 
lustration. He told of a man who lived in a provincial 
town and whose love of music was nourished by phono- 
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graph records, the best of which he played over to him- 
self again and again. 

** One day he invited another music lover to spend an 
evening with him, and during the evening he made a 
little experiment with his friend. ‘I am going to play 
the same record twice,’ he said. ‘ Listen carefully and 
tell me which rendering you prefer.’ 

** As the music died away his friend said quite posi- 
tively: ‘I preferred the second rendering. It was purer, 
sweeter. What was‘the difference? ’ 

*** Just this,’ said his host. ‘ The first time I played it 
with a needle, and the second time with a thorn.’ ” 

I make no comment now on the appositeness of the 
illustration, nor yet on the fact that the use of thorns 
for playing records on phonographs has since become 
common. I stress only this. The point of the illustration 
went into that man and stayed. It interpreted the faith 
to him through much testing and he was bold to believe 
that there was a ministry at the heart of his own un- 
lifting troubles because God was in them and God had 
said, ““ My grace is sufficient for thee.” 

Never again could I think lightly on the art of illustra- 
tion. By this means hard-pressed men and women can 
be constrained to believe. 


Yet, to make the value of this study clear beyond all 
cavil, it would be well to set down plainly, and in order, 
precisely what illustrations can do to extend the preach- 
er’s power. 


1. They can make the message clear 


However earnestly a preacher may labor to explain 
his point, if, in its very nature, the point is somewhat 
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abstruse, and if, as is probable, his congregation includes 
some people not given to hard consecutive thinking, it 
is almost certain that it will not be clear to them unless 
he illustrates what he means. Let him reach for an anal- 
ogy, or throw the truth into-a picture, or give an in- 
stance of the principle he is enunciating, and both relief 
and recognition will register on his hearers’ faces. It is 
as though they say with a smile, ““ We’ve got it now.” 


2. They ease a congregation 


The amount of time that the average public assembly 
can listen to a sustained argument is strictly limited. 
Unless a man has before him a company of highly trained 
minds, he can only subject them to flinty thinking for 
short periods. They must rest mentally for a moment 
or two before moving on again. 


3. They make the truth impressive 

Truth as truth is not impressive. It is, all the time, 
being debased into truisms. When it has become familiar, 
people greet its announcement with a yawn. Their very 
expression seems to say, ““ We have heard all that before.” 

Illustrations can do something to combat that. By 
their means truisms sound true and seem significant. 
The obscure abstract turns into the vivid concrete, and 
what seemed blurred when stated as a general principle 
stands out in sharp impressiveness when seen in the par- 
ticular. People are convinced more by what they see 
than by what they ear. Illustrations help them to see. 


4. They make preaching interesting 
So much preaching is dull. Indeed, a tradition of dull- 
ness in preaching has developed in some circles and it 
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seems almost to be taken as a mark of sanctity if the 
sermon is certain to bore. 

Why the thrilling announcement of good news should 
be calculated to bore people is altogether mysterious, but 
there can be no serious doubt that the wise, restrained, 
and discriminating use of illustration is one means by 
which dullness can be banished from the pulpit. 


5. They make sermons remembered 


Sermons, of course, are not preached to be remem- 
bered: they are preached to be translated. When they 
have gone into character they can be cheerfully forgot- 
ten, but during the period of translation it is not unim- 
portant that they be remembered. 

Illustrations help to make them remembered. If the 
illustration deserves to be called an illustration, if, that 
is to say, it does not need to have its explanation ap- 
pended but carries it in its very heart, the recollection of 
the illustration will mean the recollection of the point. 

Most preachers have had amusing reminders that peo- 
ple remember the illustrations when they remember 
nothing else. If a man repeats an illustration (and occa- 
sionally the same incident can illustrate two things) , he 
may be roguishly accused by the less keen among his 
hearers of repeating a sermon. It will abate his righteous 
indignation to remember how deep was the impression 
that the illustration had made! 


6. They help to persuade people 


Not all preaching is preaching for a verdict. The aim 
of the preacher on some occasions is to buttress tottering 
faith or explain in more detail a doctrine that is already 
held in outline in the hearers’ hearts. The element of 
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persuasion is present in both these instances, but it is 
present supremely in evangelical preaching which lays 
siege to a man’s rebellious will. 

At any level of persuasion, illustration is the preach- 
er’s help. A vivid picture that clarifies thought, or a 
feelingful story that touches the emotion, both (in their 
different ways) thrust at the resisting will. A man may 
evade the point of an argument by half refusing to fol- 
low it and almost seize with eagerness on any obscurity 
in the exposition in order to sidestep the thrust which 
he shrewdly suspects is coming, but a picture placarded 
before his eyes is not so easily avoided. He sees the point. 
He cannot escape seeing it. His very struggle against the 
truth grows feeble. The illustration slips under his guard 
and wins the victory “‘ he knows not how.” Whatever 
branch of preaching it be, skill in the use of illustration 
means more power in the effort to persuade. 


7. They make repetition possible without weariness 


No small part of the craft of preaching is to keep 
saying the same thing in the same sermon without its 
appearing to be the same. That is uttered neither in cyn- 
icism nor in naiveté. A common error of young preach- 
ers is to have too much “ matter ” in a sermon and not 
to respect the limitations of their theme even when they 
fancy that they have fixed them. “One sermon, one 
aim,” is a wise rule. All the more reason, of course, why 
the aim should be a high and worthy one, but, if every 
sermon carried conviction to the congregation on one 
important aspect of truth, the power of the pulpit 
would be immeasurably increased. There is more sense 
than there seems at first glance in the homiletical rule 
of the rustic preacher who said, “ First I tells em what 
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I’m going to tell ’em; then I tells *em; and then I tells 
?em what I’ve told ’em.” 

Here, then, is the difficulty. How can one do this 
without weariness to the hearers? How can this impor- 
tant truth be approached from various angles or hung 
in different lights so that fresh impression is made on im- 
pression and conviction carried beyond the very desire 
to resist? 

Illustration is a chief means to this end. Freshness in 
the illustrations skillfully disguises deliberate insistence 
on the sameness of the theme. A few swift strokes at the 
end reveal the unity that has been in the speaker’s mind 
all the time, and people and preacher pass almost im- 
perceptibly from consideration of one facet of the gos- 
pel to adoration of Him who is the Way, the Truth, and 
the Life. 


If we add to this sevenfold use of illustration minor 
adventitious aids which they render, our survey will ap- 
proach completeness. A congregation, restless for any 
reason at the beginning of a sermon, can be arrested at 
once with an apposite illustration: something, for ex- 
ample, that sharply poses the problem to be examined, 
or puts in pictorial form the good news to be proclaimed. 
Or a congregation disturbed by someone fainting in the 
crowded pews can be recalled to the high argument by 
the adroit use of some analogy that recapitulates quite 
briefly what has already been said. 

The decorative use of illustrations has been occasion- 
ally discussed, but I do not think that it can be seriously 
defended. Though an argument can be made out for 
preaching as an art (in the sense of “applied art”), 

* Cf. Dykes, The Christian Minister, p. 180. 
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and though Phillips Brooks defends the ornamental use 
of illustration and cites Ruskin in his support,” the case 
is unconvincing at the last. The word “art” (when 
used as synonymous with “ fine art’) has associations 
not easily reconciled with preaching, and though “ orna- 
mentation ” has wide legitimate spheres, they do not in- 
clude the pulpit. Preaching is too awe-ful and urgent. 
Whatever type of preaching it be, so long as it be true 
preaching it concerns the holiest things with which we 
have to deal, and the preacher is standing all the while 
between God and man. Whether, on this occasion, he 
comes as evangelist to wake the dead in half an hour, or 
as expositor to open the Word of the living God to those 
already in this way of life, his responsibility is immense. 
He must be excused from interest in the merely artistic. 
Eternal issues hang on this commerce of earth and 
heaven. I doubt if any of the Hebrew prophets would 
be said by the highly aesthetic to have blown on a 
silver trumpet — but it was still the trumpet call of 
God. 


If there are still those unconvinced of the place and 
use of illustrations in sermons, I would crave a final 
word or two. 

Be quite sure that your denial of their use is not a 
defense of your inability to master this craft. It is simply 
not true to say that neither philosophers nor the deepest 
preachers use them. The varied methods of exposition 
used by the profounder philosophers are not our con- 
cern at the moment, but it is a demonstrably shallow 
judgment to suggest that depth in preaching can be 
swiftly measured by the presence or absence of illustra- 


2 Phillips Brooks, Lectures on Preaching, p. 175. 1903 edition. 
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tions and that the fewer the illustrations, the deeper the 
thought. 

Light up your profound thoughts by illustration! 
Cast into these deep caverns of elemental thinking where 
you delve the bright beams of homely analogy (as Kant 
was not too superior to do) and everyone will be the 
gainer by it — yourself not least. When you cannot put 
a thing clearly to other people, it is often because it is 
not clear to you. 

Encourage yourself in all your efforts to do this 
needed thing well by holding the highest Example of all 
before your eyes. Jesus taught this way. “ Without a 
parable spake he not unto them.” *“A humble man might 
feel this part of his duty too hard for him (as Dale did), 
but surely, with our Lord’s example before his eyes, only 
a combination of vanity and blasphemy could convince 
a man that the matter was beneath his notice. 

Nor need we languish long under the sense of inferi- 
ority with which this chapter began, and envy the men 
who do things. 

Preaching is meant to do things. 

It is the rule at most theological colleges for the stu- 
dents to preach at least once during their course before 
their fellow students and their professors. It is some- 
thing of an ordeal and the criticism afterward is often 
sharp. In one theological college I know well, it was al- 
ways taken as a bad sign if the student whose turn had 
come to preach was summoned immediately the service 
was over to the principal’s study and told to bring his 
manuscript. 

One miserable fellow answered the summons, de- 
posited the manuscript on the principal’s desk, and sat 

5 Matt. 13:34. 
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in a rather frigid silence for a while which neither he 
nor the principal broke. 

Finally he burst out: 

“Tt will do, sir, won’t it? It will do? ” 

* Do what?” snapped the principal. 

Ah! There it is! Do what? 

Preaching is meant to do something — the most tre- 
mendous and important of all things, and, because illus- 
trations can help preaching to do it, no more need be 
said to justify this book. 


Il 
The Types of Illustration 


Wuart is an illustration? The temptation is well-nigh 
irresistible to copy the classical instance of. tautology 
(“an archdeacon is a man who exercises archidiaconal 
functions”) and simply say that an illustration in a 
sermon is that which illustrates it. 

The tautology will be forgiven if it puts us on our 
guard against excessive classification and keeps the whole 
subject to the test of plain usefulness. Being in no doubt 
about the supreme importance of the message he has to 
deliver, the preacher is concerned now simply with this: 
** How can I make my meaning perfectly clear? ” 

Length is no test of an illustration. A phrase can il- 
lustrate — or it may take a paragraph. Let a man bear 
in mind that it must be no longer than is necessary to 
do its work, and that the more time it takes the more 
sure he must be of its fitness and necessity, and the ques- 
tion of length can be dismissed for good. 

Figures of speech are minor illustrations. Analogy, 
allegory, fable, parable, historical allusion, biographical 
incident, personal experience, and anecdote are all illus- 
trations. Some types are harder to find than others. Some 
are harder to use. All have their own modest technique. 
Some are hedged about with greater difficulties. Some 
congregations are more helped by one kind of illustra- 

26 
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tion than another. The type of illustration with which a 
preacher is most at home depends in no small part on the 
general cast of his own mind. Yet variety in the kind 
of illustration is part of the secret of freshness. 

Let us glance at the various types of illustration each 
in turn. 


1. Figures of Speech 

Even men who admit that they have no skill at all in 
the art of illustration make not infrequent use of figures 
of speech. Metaphor and simile appear in their pages. 
An illustration can be given in a stroke, if the stroke is 
masterly enough. 

A quarter of a century ago I heard Dr. J. H. Jowett 
(whose range in illustration was very wide) speaking of 
Paul’s toilsome missionary journeys and of all the perse- 
cution he endured. He said, ‘‘ I once saw the track of a 
bleeding hare across the snow: that was Paul’s track 
across Europe.” For twenty-five years, whenever I have 
thought on Paul’s missionary journeys, I have seen the 
track of a bleeding hare across the snow. 

When Henry Drummond was speaking of the toil- 
some life of the Pharisees “‘ under the law ” he said, ‘‘ In 
those days men were working their passage to heaven by 
keeping the Ten Commandments.” * He gives a sharp 
picture of a whole way of life in those three words. 

Fresh and vivid figures of speech can be most useful 
miniature illustrations. 


2. Analogy 
Nature and life often speak to us with two voices: 
one loud and heard by all; one quiet and whispered in 
* Drummond, The Greatest Thing in the World, p. 11. 
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the ear. The education of the ear, not to miss this second 
voice, is one of the secrets of sermon illustration which 
we have yet to examine. But it is important to notice 
now that it is nowhere more useful than in the finding 
of good analogies. To take some established fact of sci- 
ence, or some phenomenon of nature, and turn it to a 
clear and just analogical use is a gift that seems natural 
to certain preachers but which can be developed even in 
those to whom it seems not to be easy at first. The anal- 
ogy has its special dangers. Much spurious reasoning has 
gained currency by false analogies but when an analogy 
is clearly and truly drawn it is unexcelled in the art of 
illustration. Deep truth becomes suddenly clear by a 
homely parallel. 

Dr. W. L. Watkinson had great skill in analogies. 
Many of them were drawn from nature and science. 
From a hundred examples, these might be taken as typi- 
cal. Speaking of sudden conversions he says: 


** Men of the world do not like these sudden conversions, I 
know; they feel that there ought to have been a succession of 
stages, reformations, instructions, preparations; but in treat- 
ing of embryology scientific men tell us of ‘ condensed evolu- 
tion,’ of stages taking place and succeeding each other in a 
few months in the individual, although they occupy millions 
of years perhaps in the race. Now, if anyone objects to these 
rapid transformations of sinners into saints, I reply, condensed 
evolution. That poor wretch in the hovel — condensed evolu- 
tion; Saul of Tarsus — striking case of condensed evolution; 
penitent thief — crowning instance of condensed evolution. 
“So is every one that is born of the Spirit.’ ” 


Preaching on our foolish human resentment of the 
laws of God he says: 


5 The Blind Spot, p. 91. 
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“And yet how blindly do we mutiny against the great 
words of light and love! Some time ago the newspaper related 
that a herd of cattle was being driven through a long, dark, 
wooden tubular bridge. Here and there in the planks were 
knotholes, which let in the sun in bars of light. The animals 
were afraid of these sun bars; they shied at them, were terri- 
fied at them, and then, leaping over them, made a painful 
hurdle race of it, coming out at the other end palpitating and 
exhausted. We act just as madly. The laws of God are golden 
rays in a dark path, they are for our guidance and infinite 
perfecting and consolation; but they irritate us, they enrage 
us, we count them despotic barriers to liberty and happiness, 
and too often we put them under our feet. ‘ So foolish was I, 
and ignorant: I was as a beast before thee.’ ” ° 


3. Allegory 

The distinctions between the allegory, the fable, and 
the parable have never been firmly and finally drawn. 
Fowler in Modern English Usage holds that allegory and 
parable are “almost exchangeable terms.” Archbishop 
Trench in Notes on the Parables devotes his first chapter 
to the definition of the parable, but never makes a defi- 
nition. He labors rather to show how the parable differs 
from the fable and the allegory, and seeks to bring out 
its essential character by contrasts. 

Our classification requires at least a rough distinction, 
and we shall make the rough distinction here. All three 
have a moral and spiritual use for the preacher. We shall 
use the term allegory for those imaginative narratives of 
spiritual purport in which the vices, virtues, and moral 
qualities of men are personalized (e.g., Mr. Greatheart, 
Mr. Obstinate) and in which an emblem is suggestively 
used to convey a meaning other than the literal one. We 
shall use fable for those stories, obviously not founded 


® The Blind Spot, p. 218. 
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on fact, in which moral truth is imparted by attributing 
reason and language to trees, birds, beasts, the elements, 
etc., and we shall include here also legends and those il- 
lustrative stories in which supernatural beings (e.g., 
angels, devils) play a chief part. We shall use parable for 
stories (which may or may not be founded on fact) that 
enshrine spiritual truth, and reveal the relations of God 
to his world (though not by the means of personalizing 
moral qualities as does the allegory). It is not claimed 
that these distinctions are complete demarcations, or 
that this is the precise meaning of the terms as com- 
monly used. But, having regard to the fact that the 
meanings of these words have no sharp edges in general 
use, some definition is demanded for clarity in discus- 
sion, and these definitions will serve. 

Bunyan comes to all informed minds the moment that 
allegory is mentioned. Allegory was much more favored 
for illustration seventy years ago than now. It was over- 
used for a generation, handled without skill, entrenched 
too often on the obvious, and grew wearisome. Psalm 80 
and John, ch. rs, are Biblical instances of allegory. The 
Pilgrim’s Progress is, of course, the greatest instance out- 
side Scripture. The craft of fashioning a simple, allegori- 
cal illustration can be learned by any man of imagina- 
tion with a feeling for words and by much brooding on 
Bunyan. 


4. Fable 


The classic fables had, and have, great teaching value. 
If Aesop was less successful sometimes than others, it 
will not be denied that his general level is high. Some 
things can be said in fable form superbly well. 

Fables share with the allegory (and normally with the 
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parable) the demerit of not being true — although, even 
here, the distinction must be borne in mind between 
what is true to life and what is true to facts. If any useful 
comparison can be made between these forms of truth, 
it must not be assumed too readily that there is no real 
truth that does not tie itself slavishly to happenings. 

Not even a child is deceived by a fable. The child 
easily understands the simple artifice of it all, and finds 
no difficulty in animals that speak and in natural forces 
(like the wind and the sun) that reason. Only very 
young children fail to grasp the invented character of 
it. It is left to adults — and, among them, to the un- 
imaginative — to be seriously alarmed at the suggestion 
that our Lord’s parables, for instance, were stories that 
he made (or adapted) and that the “ certain man ” who 
had two sons was not necessarily 2 man whom Jesus 
could have named at all. The truth our Lord expressed 
in parables is infinitely deeper, of more consequence, and 
nearer to our need than the citation of a million facts. 
The duck-billed platypus is one of the only two egg- 
laying mammals in the world.’ That is a fact: a most 
interesting fact. But what — from the point of view of 
man’s eternal destiny — does it matter? Parabolic truth 
on the lips of Jesus means infinitely more than a thou- 
sand expressions of undisputed facts. 

The mental atmosphere of our times, it is true, is more 
kindly to an illustration built on a scientific fact or a 
clear historical allusion, but it should be borne in mind, 
nonetheless, that allegory, fable, and parable, which 
often do not build on things that actually happened, have 
standards of the deepest truth by which they may be 
measured. If they are true to life they may be as scornful 


7 ‘The other is, of course, the echidna. 
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of the charge, as great fiction always has been, that they 
are not being true to facts. 

Before turning, then, to the illustrative use of parables, 
let us look at the illustrations we have classified under 
fable. Discussing the ramifications of jealousy in the hu- 
man heart, a preacher was at pains to point out that it 
often invades families and finds the most fecund soil 
where one brother succeeds and the other conspicuously 
fails. He went on: 


* The Devil was once crossing the Libyan Desert when he 
came upon a group of small fiends who were tempting a holy 
hermit. They tried him with the seductions of the flesh: they 
sought to sow his mind with doubts and fears: they told him 
that all his austerities were nothing worth. But it was all of 
no avail. The holy man was impeccable. Then the Devil 
stepped forward. Addressing the imps he said: ‘ Your methods 
are too crude. Permit me for one moment. This is what I 
should recommend.’ Going up to the hermit, he said: ‘ Have 
you heard the news? Your brother has been made Bishop of 
Alexandria.’ The fable says, ‘ A scowl of malignant jealousy 
clouded the serene face of the holy man.’ ” 


Or, as another instance of a little story using super- 
natural beings to help its artifice, consider this for an 
illustration of renunciation —and notice at the same 
time its Celtic tang: 


“There was a woman of the glens who had an only son; a 
right proper lad; tall and very fine to look upon. His eyes had 
the blue of June hills in them. When he spoke his voice gave 
out a music like that of a little waterfall heard in a still dusk. 
A girl watched him smile, and found there was no more heart 
left in her. And boys vowed that his equal was not to be met 
with among the peopled Isles. All this was he to his lady- 
mother and more, the dawn and the noon and the sunset of 
her dream. For, alas, it came to that. Since he went to the 
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wars and fell. But she died too — not her body, but her cour- 
age and her pride and her care for living. And there was no 
ebb to her grieving. At last in pity God sent her an angel who 
offered the three gifts of comfort that are wont to salve such 
as she: the gift that is forgetfulness; the gift of refuge in an- 
other’s heart; the gift that is his promise of an early meeting 
in the upper garden. But she only said the angel nay. ‘ Tell 
the High Father,’ she cried, ‘ that I will heal me of my sor- 
row when he gives me back my son.’ So the angel winged back 
to the court of light, sore mourning that she, the lady-mother, 
could not see that to give up a dearest thing to God is to 
keep it, and that blind are they who close the door upon the 
offered riches of love.” ® 


5. Parable 


Precisely what our Lord was saying when the men 
sent to arrest him gaped on helplessly in the crowd we 
do not know, but we do know that they returned un- 
successful, bewildered, and most deeply impressed, and 
said to their baffled superiors, ““ Never man spake like 
this man.” ° 

Whenever we read his parables this word forms itself 
in our amazed minds again: “‘ Never man spake like this 
man.” No one need look for any other Exemplar in this 
branch of the art of illustration. The perfect is in full 
view. 

All the reasons that influenced Jesus in his decision to 
teach by parables need not concern us now. That there 
is a spiritual strategy about them is clear from the out- 
set. Men are on guard against denunciation but nobody 
ever guarded himself against a clean storyteller. The 
seemingly innocent tale glides into the mind unhindered 
and on the lips of a master it needs no explanation. To 


8 Alistair Maclean, Hebridean Altars, p. 79. 
® John 7:46. 
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moralize is quite unnecessary. The tale ends and con- 
science stabs from within. 

If we leave aside the disputed instance of the Sower *° 
(and never did the disciples seem more dense), and also 
the parable of the Wheat and the Tares,* Jesus never had 
need to explain his parables. A well-made parable well 
told needs no explanation. Indeed, it may be taken as 
one of the tests: “‘ Does it explain itself? ” If one or two 
of the parables seem hard for us to understand now, it 
may be doubted whether the people of spiritual discern- 
ment among those who first heard them really found 
them so. 

Nor will the thoughtful student of our Lord’s parables 
miss their homeliness; not one of them is farfetched.” 
Nor will he miss the amazing economy in words that 
Jesus exercised. It is impossible to shorten the parables 
without impairing the sense. Every word — every little 
word — carries its own freight of added and pithy mean- 
ing. Consider, for example, in the parable of the Prodigal 
Son the force of the words “far,” “ great,” ‘‘ ran,” 
** best ” ** and — in the same parable — the subtlety and 
point of such contrasted words as “kid” and “ calf ” 
and “ thy son ” and “ thy brother.” 

The peerlessness of these parabolic examples will prove 
something of a deterrent to the normal student. He will 
say — and say truly — “It is high, I cannot attain unto 
it.” But then he will goon . . . and find this: that for 
some homiletic purposes no illustration can surpass the 
parable and — piecing together this and that, using bits 

10 Matt. 13:3-23. 

11 Matt. 13:36 ff. 


12 Some scholars would regard the parable of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus as an exception to this rule. 
18 Luke 15:11-32. 
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of experience and bits of imagination — he will grow in 
power to make his own parables and to portray truth 
in this divinely employed manner, finding an entrance 
for it at lowly doors. 


6. Historical Allusion 

Theists believe that there is an inwardness to history. 
Events — world events — can be regarded either from 
the manward or the Godward side. They can be con- 
sidered as the results entirely of human wills (their con- 
flicts and harmonies, their strivings and obstructions) 
but also as an unfolding of the plan of God — sometimes 
. with men and sometimes against them — but always 
for man’s highest good. 

The power to read history as the Hebrew prophets 
read it is rare and by no means to be confused with 
numerology, astrology, pyramidology, and other quasi 
cults. It is emphatically not a sphere for the dabbler. The 
man who thinks it easy might well pause to consider 
that H. A. L. Fisher, after a lifetime of historical study, 
failed to find any unfolding purpose in it at all.” 

But the preacher of the Christian gospel deeply be- 
lieves that it is there. He believes that he can show “‘ the 
fulness of the time” in which God sent forth his Son 
born of a woman. The link between the Renaissance, the 
Reformation, and the invention of printing is plain to 
him. He sees no accident in the action and reaction and 
interaction of the Evangelical Revival and the Industrial 
Revolution. God is in this world, working through it, 
expressing himself in events, passing judgment on its 
doings, and giving guidance in one generation for all the 
discerning in the next. The power to make masterly 


14 A History of Europe, Preface, p. v. 
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comparison, to draw illuminating inferences, to read 
God’s righteous sentence on a whole age, requires a range 
of knowledge and a depth of insight possessed by few. 
Yet even the man of modest equipment is not shut 
out. When the fruits of national sin begin to appear 
they are blatant. They cry aloud to heaven. Men with- 
out encyclopedic knowledge can scan the page of past 
history and draw the illustration which they need. They 
will beware of being always in a denunciatory mood and 
constantly scolding.a congregation for sins other than 
the sins it commits. But, important as it is in most ser- 
mons to give an individual application of the point one 
is making, there is a duty attaching to the pulpit to inter- 
pret God’s will to the age, to take broad sweeps, to make 
wide but pertinent comparisons, and to see things na- 
tionally and internationally as well. Historical illustra- 
tions are demanded by this duty in preaching, and he is 
a happy man who can move with confidence in these 
realms and marshal the facts he needs. F. W. Robertson, 
in his Advent sermons of 1849, can be seen surveying 
history from the viewpoint of the Christian preacher — 
Greek, Roman, and Barbarian **—and, a year later, 


turning the same scrutinizing glance over the history of 
Israel as well.*° 


7. Biographical Incident 


Nothing interprets life like life. The art of living is 
well studied by examining the way that men and women 
have lived. 

The preacher affirms that such and such a line of 
conduct is almost bound to issue in certain results. For 


15 Sermons: First Series, pp. 162-204. 
*® Sermons: Fourth Series, pp. 287-296. 
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example, to marry half convinced that you are not 
suited to the person you mean to make your partner is 
to disregard your own judgment and almost certain to 
issue in unhappiness. The congregation is only mildly 
interested and may even be contesting the assertion in 
their minds. He goes on: 


“Think of Edward FitzGerald, the translator of The Ru- 
baiyaét of Omar Khayyam, who married not for affection but 
to befriend a deceased friend’s daughter because he believed 
that a woman of pride would be willing to accept from a hus- 
band what she would not be willing to accept from a friend. 
Think of Abraham Lincoln who, having once already with- 
drawn from marrying Mary Todd, halfheartedly ‘ goes 
' through with it’ at the last, and writes to a friend five days 
after the wedding, “‘ Nothing new here, except my marrying, 
which, to me, is a matter of profound wonder.’ Think of 
Charles Dickens and his long remonstrances to his sweetheart 
about her moods and humors and his solemn warning that 
* that which you make no effort to conceal from a lover will 
appear more frequently before the eyes of a husband.’ All these 
marriages broke down.” 


What part this would have in the argument of the 
sermon as a whole we need not pause now to inquire, 
but it puts the preacher’s point. He states his thesis and, 
because it is not enough just to state a conviction which 
others will contest, he underlines it with three swift 
strokes. The argument has still to proceed but the point 
for which he is contending is plain for all to see. 

Or, suppose that the preacher is raising the question 
as to what effect upon a man’s work for God the de- 
fects in hisown character may have; what better way can 
he focus the question for people than to pile up rapidly 
instances of what he means? For example: “ the hot 
temper of Bishop Selwyn,” “ the egoism of Joseph Par- 
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ker,” “ the autocracy of William Booth.” 

A wide, intimate, and exact knowledge of biography 
is indispensable for this type of illustration. Not that 
everything written about a man will necessarily be ac- 
cepted as true. The student will know how to pick his 
way between the biography of the sycophant and the 
biography of the traducer, and a man claiming to utter 
the truth of God will be at pains to get as near to the 
truth concerning the men he mentions as he possibly 
can. 

How to range over these wide fields, and store this 
honey, is a question to which we have yet to turn but 
it will be enough at the moment to recognize what the 
honey is that we want. 


Nor is the use of the biographical material confined 
to the swift stroke we have employed above. Every as- 
pect of life is covered by life. Every situation a preacher 
might want to discuss has its counterpart somewhere in 
biography. 

A minister was speaking one day about the pathos of 
growing old. He had in mind the transience of life’s 
palmy days. He needed an illustration — and he knew 
just where to put his hand on what he wanted. It was 
in Edward Bok’s autobiography. He said: 


“Edward Bok, the well-known American editor, tells a 
similar story. When he was a lad he visited Emerson in order 
to beg a signature for his autograph album from that distin- 
guished man. On being ushered into the presence of the great 
man, Emerson looked at him with a vacant eye and seemed 
incapable of understanding why the boy had come. ‘ Name? ” 
he said vaguely. ‘ You want a name?’ * Write out the name 
you want,’ he said finally, ‘ and I will copy it for you if I can. 
Greatly bewildered, Bok sat down and wrote ‘ Ralph Waldo 
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Emerson,’ and letter by letter, with constant reference to the 
original, the old man copied his own name in the boy’s book. 
Earth’s palmy day was far behind. 


“* The will has forgotten the life-long aim, 
And the mind can only disgrace its fame, 
And a man is uncertain of his own name.’ ” 


The theme was “ forgiveness ” on another occasion. 
Merely to extol the virtues is not enough. They glow 
in the hearers’ hearts when they are fittingly illustrated. 
Wide reading in biography puts them all at hand. 


“But perhaps no instance of sublime forgiveness comes 
. quite so near the spirit of Calvary as that of Edmund Cam- 
pion, the English Jesuit. Finest of all the followers of Loyola 
who suffered for their faith in England, he has been praised 
by Protestants and Roman Catholics alike. In the days when 
his coreligionists were persecuted in this country, he perilously 
moved from place to place, nourishing their spiritual life, and 
narrowly avoiding arrest. But he was caught at last. Betrayed 
by one of his own people turned apostate, he was thrown into 
the Tower of London and thrice tortured on the rack. But 
nothing could shake either his constancy or serenity, and he 
heard his sentence to be hanged, drawn and quartered at Ty- 
burn, with the calmness of a man whose whole life was stayed 
on God. He actually broke into the Te Deum. 

** A day or two before his execution, he had an amazing 
visitor. The spy who had betrayed him, and who knew his 
own life to be in hourly peril from the rage of old friends who 
had learned of his part in the arrest, staggered into Campion’s 
cell, behind a jailer, and begged to be forgiven. The con- 
demned man was weak from torture, and anticipating Ty- 
burn, but he did not hesitate. He fully and freely forgave 
him. Still the traitor lingered. Would the gracious father do 
more? Would he help him escape from the fury of his pur- 
suers? Even this the betrayed man was ready to do. Without 
a word of rebuke, he promised him a letter of introduction 
to a German nobleman who would accept his service, and on 
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a rainy December morning he was tied to a hurdle and 
dragged from the Tower to Tyburn, through the filth and 
garbage of the London gutters. No hate, no bitterness, no lust 
for revenge. He went up the cart at the place of execution as 
though he were going to a wedding. In that last dread hour; 
poise and equanimity marked all that he did, and they were 
the fine fruit of his faith, his clear conscience, and his magnan- 
imous forgiveness.” 


8. Personal Experience 


No illustrations need to be used with more restraint 
than personal experiences. I do not mean personal ob- 
servations — which is a wide source of illustration, as we 
shall stress in the next chapter — but personal experiences 
where, in the nature of the case, the stress falls on one- 
self, one’s thoughts, one’s doings. 

Talking overmuch about oneself is a fearful fault in 
a preacher and it is hardly less heinous when he con- 
stantly talks about his own wife and children. The path, 
alas! is made slippery for him by the undoubted worth 
of personal testimony to the grace of God, but when a 
man yields so completely to this that he is always talking, 
for example, of his own conversion (and seeming to 
imply that that is the one way into the Kingdom), or 
constantly lecturing on his own life story (as is the way 
of certain itinerant evangelists), something serious has 
happened to that man. We are not really so important as 
that. Clearly such people have forgotten the wise rule: 
“* Seven words about Him for every word about myself.” 

Nevertheless, there is a moment for giving a personal 
experience and — wisely used — it can be a very great 
moment. Let a man be doubly careful to scrutinize any 
illustration in which he figures prominently himself, let 
him question his own heart whether or not this be an 
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occasion where nothing would be lost if the experience 
could be given as “ someone’s ” experience, and disguised 
in its autobiographical character, let him be sure that 
this és a time when God wills that he disclose some cham- 
ber of his own private life and, being sure, let him speak 
—and there will be a power about it which few will 
miss. The very rarity of his self-disclosures will add power 
to the instances when they occur. His known disinclina- 
tion to display his own soul in public will leave his hearers 
in no doubt as to his opinion of the importance of the 
simple illustration and it will be heard with the respect 
that it deserves. 

No one, so far as I am aware, ever seriously accused 
Dale of Birmingham of parading himself. When Joseph 
Chamberlain was taunted in the House of Commons 
with being “‘ the member for Dr. Dale ” he swiftly re- 
torted that he wished every member represented so fine a 
constituency. One of Dale’s rare illustrations might serve 
as an example of the power of a personal experience fit- 
tingly told. Dale was speaking of the encouragement 
which often lies in a little word. He had been ill himself 
and was feeling, perhaps, in his weakness, a passing wea- 
riness in well-doing. This doughty champion of social 
righteousness was not above the benison of a grateful 
word. He said: 

“There are times when the most buoyant sink into de- 
spondency, when a gray, chilly mist creeps over the soul of 
those who have the largest happiness in the service of God, 
and then they feel as if all their strength was gone. Not very 
long ago — if I may venture once more to speak of myself — 
one of these evil moods was upon me; but as I was passing 
along one of the streets of Birmingham, a poor but decently 


dressed woman, laden with parcels, stopped me and said, 
* God bless you, Dr. Dale! ’ Her face was unknown to me. I 
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said, ‘ Thank you, but what is your name? ’ ‘ Never mind my 
name,’ she answered; ‘ but if you could only know how you 
have made me feel hundreds of times, and what a happy home 
you have given me! God bless you! ’ The mist broke, the sun- 
light came, I breathed the free air of the mountains of 
God.” *7 


* Testimony ” was a preacher’s theme when he made 
use of the following personal illustration. He was stress- 
ing the point that we are not always aware how far our 
witness may reach, and words that seem lost on the air 
often have astonishing usefulness. He said: 


**T was preaching in Plymouth some time ago. I lived in 
Leeds at the time. Wandering a little disconsolately around 
a city in which I have few friends, I decided to slip into a 
telephone call-box and have three minutes’ conversation with 
my wife. It is a long way from Plymouth to Leeds and as I 
waited for the operator to thread the call through the various 
exchanges of the Midlands — supposing the line to be sealed 
—I murmured verses of favorite hymns to myself to while 
the time away. 


** My knowledge of that life is small, 
The eye of faith is dim; 
But ’tis enough that Christ knows all, 
And I shall be with Him.’ 


Suddenly — from somewhere in the Midlands —a voice vi- 
brant with unspeakable sadness startled me broad awake by 
calling out over the line: ‘ Say it again. Say it again.’ 

““T held the instrument more firmly and said with im- 
mense earnestness: 


*“* My knowledge of that life... 


As I finished the verse, the same piteous voice called back: 
* Thank you! Thank you! ’ 


“Cast on the air . . . and picked up! Uttered in all un- 


*t Fellowship with Christ, pp. 301 f. 
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consciousness that it could be overheard, and it became a 
blessing. It is a picture of how God employs our witness. He 
contrives his own use of what we do. Many an obscure disciple 
has lived a life of winsome loveliness all unaware that he was 
watched, heard, appreciated. . . .” 


9. Anecdote 


Some sermon stylists would banish the anecdote en- 
tirely from the pulpit. Nothing, they feel, can prevent 
it from being “ cheap.” 

They are too severe. The anecdote has its place. It 
may be distinguished from the biographical incident for 
the purposes of our rough classification in that the truth 
' of the story is not verifiable in any dependable biog- 
raphy, and either does not attach itself to a great name 
at all or does so very dubiously. The little story is told 
with less interest normally in the person to whom it 
happened than in what it was that occurred. If there is 
something characteristic in the reaction and, therefore, 
revealing of the type that figures in the story, if the inci- 
dent, trifling in itself, serves nonetheless to lift up a 
mirror to life, it has its value for the preacher and is a 
mode of illustration he cannot afford to scorn. 

The dangers of this type of illustration are legion. 
Anecdotes are often long, and demanding, therefore, in 
the time they take to tell. They often incline to senti- 
mentality (as distinguished from sentiment) and increase 
in repulsiveness to people of taste the more sentimental 
they become. Often they are a little “‘ odd ” in character 
and express reactions in people that are not typical, 
leaving the hearers feeling that while this may have been 
said on one occasion, or that done on some other, it is 
not how they would have acted. . . . At its worst, it 
entrenches on the bizarre. 
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How to handle the anecdote will be an object of our 
further study but, in face of all its faults, it must have 
a place in any classification of sermon illustrations that 
aims to be comprehensive. If a man tries to get the 
truth of the things that he relates, if he knows that he 
cannot exaggerate to the glory of God (!), if he brings 
high standards to any story that claims admission to his 
sermon and measures its value against the time that it 
will take to tell, he will not join the ranks of those 
pseudo preachers who enter their anecdotage whenever 
they enter the pulpit, and who have prostituted the 
solemn task of preaching to a series of sentimental, inane, 
and dubiously connected tales. 

A preacher was raising the problem of “ values” 
when he opened his sermon with the following anecdote: 


“It was just after ten o’clock on the night of April 14, 
1912, that the Titanic, the largest vessel then afloat, crashed 
in mid-Atlantic into an iceberg, and four hours later went to 
the bottom. Much has been written of all that took place in 
those four hours. Survivors spoke of the calm heroism of the 
captain, the officers, and the crew. They told also of the cour- 
age of the bandmaster who played ‘ Nearer, My God, to 
Thee,’ while he struggled into his life belt, and they said that 
many women, who could have been rescued, refused the offer, 
preferring to drown with their husbands. 

“They told another story also, less courageous but more 
curious than any of these. 

““ A certain woman, who had been allotted a place in one 
of the boats, asked if she might run back to her stateroom, 
and she was given three minutes to go. She hurried along the 
corridors already tilting at a dangerous angle, and crossed 
the saloon. Money and costly gems littered the floor. Some 
who snatched at their jewelry spilt it as they ran. In her own 
stateroom she saw her treasures waiting to be picked up. She 
saw — and took no heed. Snatching at three oranges which 
she knew to be there, she took her place in the boat. 
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“That little incident is instructive. An hour before, it 
would have seemed incredible to that woman that she could 
have preferred a crate of oranges to one small diamond, but 
Death boarded the Titanic and, with one blast of his awful 
breath, all values were transformed. Precious things became 
worthless: worthless things became precious. Oranges were 


more than diamonds.” 


An anecdote of the war provided a preacher with the 
picture he wanted in order to show that we see ourselves 
only when we see ourselves in Christ. 


“‘ During the war a soldier picked up on the battlefields of 
France a battered frame which had once contained a picture 
of Jesus. The picture had gone but the frame still bore the 
- words Ecce Homo. The soldier sent it home as a souvenir, and 
someone at home put a mirror in it, and hung it on the wall. 
One day a man went into that house and understood the 
startling words, Behold the man, and saw himself. We see our- 
selves only when we see ourselves in Jesus. Blots we barely 
knew were there come to view in his white light.” 


No illustrations look their best out of their setting — 
any more than precious stones do. That is why some 
artists have a rule never to show a canvas to a prospec- 
tive buyer except in a frame. But the practiced eye 
knows how to allow for the mount both in a jewel and a 
picture, and — we may add — in a sermon illustration 
too. 


Il 
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TuckED away on the bookshelves of many preachers — 
both ordained and lay —there is an encyclopedia of 
moral and religious illustrations. The man may have 
bought it himself, or received it as a gift from an ad- 
miring member of his congregation. He may make much 
use of it —or little. What advice should we give con- 
cerning this “treasury” of anecdote and improving 
tales? 

We should advise that he burn it — or send the paper 
to be repulped and put to better use. 

No doubt some of these volumes are slightly better 
than others. No doubt, also, a man earning his bread all 
the week at some other vocation, and winning time for 
sermon preparation only with difficulty, has found oc- 
casional help in their pages. No doubt, too, the man who 
has come to rely upon this kind of crutch will make a 
spirited defense of his particular volume, and cite in- 
stances of the “ gems” he has picked up in this way. If 
he is old, or his mind has atrophied, he may need the 
crutch till he dies. 

When I was at the beginning of my ministry, a kindly 
vicar in the neighborhood in which I worked (genu- 
inely anxious to help a young man) took me into his 
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study and shared with me the secret of swift sermon 
preparation. 

“You need only two books,” he said. “Here are 
mine.” 

One was a volume entitled (I think) Five Hundred 
Sermon Outlines; the other, Six Thousand Moral and 
Religious Anecdotes. 

“Now you work by the indexes,” he said. ‘* Just select 
the outline you want: they are arranged conveniently 
for the Church year. Then, having fixed your theme, 
turn up the key word in the Encyclopedia of IIlustra- 
tions, and fit the stories in as required. An hour should 
- see the sermon done.” 

I have never been able to feel scorn for the vicar as 
a man because his intentions were so kindly, but more 
pitiable advice to a young preacher it would be hard to 
imagine. No defense can be made for these encyclopedias 
of illustrations or volumes of sermon outlines. Com- 
mending the former was one of the least useful pieces of 
advice that Spurgeon gave to his students.** Any man 
called to be a preacher, and determined to be a serious 
craftsman in his holy calling, can have no truck with 
books like these. 

Illustrations often have a queer way of “ dating” — 
and most of the matter in the encyclopedias is already 
out of date. In any case, they are not your own: found, 
shaped, chiseled, saved by you. The more attractive of 
the illustrations in published collections are certain to 
get hackneyed. A man who uses them can never be sure, 
therefore (especially in churches where the preachers 
change frequently), that the same illustration has not 


18 Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Third Series), pp. 71-143, 
178-189. 
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been used the week before. Arthur Porritt tells of the 
amusing repetition of a certain children’s address by 
visiting preachers at the church that he attended: 


* Some time ago, when the church I attend was without a 
minister for about a year, we had a procession of * supply’ 
preachers through the pulpit. One after another told, as a 
children’s address, a story about a little boy who presented his 
mother with a bill for 2s. 6d. setting out the charges for run- 
ning errands, chopping wood, cleaning knives, and other odd 
chores. The mother paid the 2s. 6d., but along with the cash 
presented her bill — ‘ for caring for Fred for nine years, feed- 
ing him, clothing him, nursing him, taking him on holidays, 
etc., £0 os od.’ It was quite a nice little moral story, and on 
first hearing was very effective. But as one ‘ supply ’ preacher 
after another told the story its luster dimmed, and at last we 
found it interesting to watch for variations in the items in the 
boy’s bill. Eventually, when a good friend of my own, Rev. 
J. G , supplied the pulpit, and began his children’s ad- 
dress with the threadbare tale, there were smiles all over the 
church, Next day I met J. G., in a restaurant, and congratu- 
lated him on his children’s address. He seemed pleased. Then 
I added: ‘ Well, I'll put it this way — of all the ten men who 
have told that story from our pulpit in the last twelve months, 
you told it the best.’ ” *° 


Let a man determine to get his own illustrations. Let 
him master the way of it as early in his preaching career 
as possible. Let him gather constantly — and enjoy the 
gathering — and the morning will come when he will 
wake up with surprise and realize that his diligence with 
odd moments has laid up a store of things so good, and 
so varied, that there is no theme on which he is likely to 
preach —and no aspect of a theme— for which he 

1° The Best I Remember, pp. 234 f. 
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could not find quite readily the best illustrative material: 
fresh, apt, exact, and throwing a flood of light on the 
subject he has in mind. 


Educating one’s intuition for the sound illustration is 
a primary task. Every preacher has some sense of what 
is fitting to light up the road he wants his hearers to 
travel. This sense must be sensitized, disciplined, kept 
alert. Life will do the rest. Illustrations crowd upon us 
every day. The alert, sensitive, disciplined mind just 
takes them in. 

Some experiences of life, or incidents met with in 
- one’s reading, almost announce themselves as illustra- 
tions right away. They announce also what it is that they 
illustrate. “‘ What a perfect example of forgiveness,” you 
think, and you note it at once, and note it for that use, 
However good your natural memory, you note it in pen 
and ink. It is true that the habit becomes slavish but it 
is not greedy of time. The note is soon made. The vanity 
of supposing that you could never forget a thing so good 
must be cured — and cured early. You can. You have 
already lost a thousand treasures that way. You cannot 
afford to lose more. 

But some of the best things you will meet will not 
announce themselves in that obvious way. They will 
speak in what I have called two voices: one loud and 
heard by all; one whispered in the ear. This is especially 
true of analogies — a most valuable type of illustration. 
You will note the thing in itself, and then you will note 
that it seems to be saying something else as well. What 
the “something else” is you cannot make out at the 
moment. But you are certain it is there. 
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Respect that intuition! Note the thing! Put it down 
— not for itself chiefly, but for the other inarticulated 
truth it is seeking to say. 

Later — at your leisure — take it out and look at it. 
Sit patiently in front of that observed fact, or remem- 
bered phrase, and question it: ““ What are you saying 
to me?” 

Don’t think about any particular sermon at this time. 
That is well-nigh fatal. It will “‘ pull” the illustration 
off its course. Question it as though you are never going 
to preach another sermon in your life, and, in the man- 
ner of a serious scientist questioning nature, inquire 
what the analogical lesson is. If it is stubborn, be patient. 
Put it away — and then, later, catch it unawares. It will 
not resist you forever. At the last, it may come in a 
flash. “* This is what I illustrate,” it will say, and the mo- 
ment you see it all doubt will go. The glow of conviction 
will be in you. It was born to say that. 

Reserve the illustration for that use. However hard 
pressed you may be, hold it for that purpose. Let it wait 
five years if necessary until that theme — and that as- 
pect of that theme — lays hold on you. Be sure that its 
hour will come. 


Any man who has heard a master of sermon illustra- 
tion state his point, argue it, perplex the congregation 
perhaps by its difficulty, and then gloriously extricate 
them by a perfect illustration, any man who has seen 
the members of a congregation almost smile their simul- 
taneous gratitude when the point has gone right home 
— how can he help wondering where that illustration 
came from: so exact, so finished, so “* inevitable ”? 

It was just like that with Dr. W. L. Watkinson. 
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Many a prentice preacher, listening to that master of 
the art, must have asked himself: ‘t How did he do it? 
How did he think of anything so perfect for his pur- 
pose between Friday night and Sunday morning? ” 

The short answer, of course, is that he didn’t. Perfect 
illustrations are not thought of between Friday night 
and Sunday morning, or even Tuesday night and Sun- 
day morning. The preacher had them; stored them; 
saved them for their inevitable hour. The hour came. 
He polished his jewel, shaped the mount, and put it in. 

Now and then a glorious illustration will come to a 
man late, within an hour or two of preaching; occa- 
- sionally, even on his feet. But this is rare — and even 
then the flashes come to those who are sensitive to the 
value of illustrations, alert for them, and definitely not 
relying on sudden inspiration. Beecher, who lifted some 
of his illustrations off the faces of the members of his 
congregation while he was in the very act of preaching,” 
prepared the larger number of them beforehand. In any 
case, Beecher was no normal man’s guide in preaching. 
He “ prepared ” each sermon just before delivering it — 
and both, therefore, on Sunday.” Many of his illustra- 
tions he repeated over, and over, and over again. Genius 
seldom has ‘“‘ methods,” and even then they are not to be 
copied. Nor did Beecher’s genius lie specifically in the 
art of illustration. 

Here is the plain path for the normal man. Let him 
educate his own modest intuition for the sound illustra- 
tion. Let him rejoice to find it grow in power and per- 
ception. Let him recognize that if he is hard pressed for 
an illustration, and needs to scrabble round for it at the 


20 Lectures on Preaching, pp. 189 f. 1872 edition. 
21 [bid., pp. 226 f. 
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last moment, he is almost certain to press something not 
highly suitable into his importunate use. Let him resolve 
that when he cannot illustrate his point well, he will not 
illustrate at all. 

Nor need he fear to meet all the demands that will be 
made upon him and to meet them with more ease with 
passing time. Many a young minister, facing the same 
congregation twice a Sunday, and for nearly fifty Sun- 
days in the year, has wondered where all the material 
was coming from to meet this demand, and meet it well. 
If, to the actual matter of his sermons, he now adds a 
concern about the illustrations that will be necessary to 
light the matter up, a new worry may be born in him. 
Where are all these apt and fresh illustrations to come 
from? How can he hope to be equal to this constant 
demand? 

He need not worry. If he educates his intuition for 
illustration, he need never look for them. They will look 
for him. They will seek him out, and “ give themselves 
up.” Every normal day, and many times a day, they will 
swim in upon him. He has nothing to do but to put the 
net down and haul them in. An educated intuition, and 
a firm rule to pick up at once whatever is offered, is all 
he needs. Having these, he has no ground for fear. No 
time need be stolen from his serious study: not one hour 
less with the Bible, or theology, or the philosophy of 
religion; not one hour less for visitation, or the personal 
spiritual guidance of his people by individual interview 
in his vestry. Illustration will be just a pleasant by- 
product, and a way of rewarding himself when heavier 
work is done. He will enjoy it for itself alone but, most 
of all, for its incomparable aid in making the message 
clear and plain. 
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On this view, therefore, there are no sources of illus- 
tration in the sense that one must make regular journeys 
to certain places of specific purpose to get certain things. 
Not at all! But there are certain times, and certain men- 
tal occupations, and certain fields, in which one should 
be especially alert, and it would be well if we looked at 
those fertile fields now. 


1. The Bible 


The Bible is in a category all its own, not only as a 
book, but as a source of sermon illustrations. It is not 
read as once it was. Despite the pleasing popularity of 
Bible-reading fellowships, we should be mistaken to 
suppose that the Book is known to this genchation as it 
was known to the previous one. 

The preacher can turn that loss into gain. A genera- 
tion ago, a minister illustrating from the Bible could be 
fairly sure that a considerable number of his hearers were 
familiar with his illustration before he could get it said. 
By the nature of the case, it lacked freshness, and might 
even be hackneyed. 

He is not in that embarrassment today. The Bible, 
alas! to many people (even in the churches) is not a 
familiar book. All the more need, therefore, that he 
should use it freely for lighting up his theme. 

And what a mine it is! Almost every kind of illustra- 
tion that we have distinguished is to be found here. 
What use of history! What a wealth of biographical 
material vivid, penetrating, revealing! What stories — 
the trial of Abraham, Joseph and his brethren, Samson, 
Ruth and Naomi, the call of Samuel, the anointing of 
David, Goliath of Gath, the death of Absalom, Naaman 
and Gehazi. Nor is it only narrative: parable, allegory, 
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and analogy, all are here. Nothing lights up the New 
Testament like the Old. If a man picked up just one vol- 
ume of Alexander Whyte’s Bible Characters to learn 
what could be done to interpret life today by life in 
Biblical times, he would be amazed at the treasure al- 
ready at his hand. 

To whet people’s appetite for the Bible is a great aim 
in itself. To send them home eager to read themselves 
a Book that so clearly yields such rich things to their 
minister is a notable success. Anything that a preacher 
of the gospel would take as illustrative material from 
the Bible will have an added value which no other vol- 
ume can possibly possess. If, for any reason that seemed 
good to him (though there is no need for such self- 
denial) , a man were to limit his illustrations to only one 
field, it must be this. In the sense in which Wesley meant 
it (though only in that sense) we might all vow to be 
homo unius libri.” "This first of books — this book 
which occupies a category by itself alone —is first in 
all fields of illustration both in the awesomeness and 
authority which belong at all times to the Word of 
God, and also in the fecundity of the yield. 

If, in this study, we give more space to other sources 
of illustration, that must not be interpreted as challeng- 
ing the pre-eminence which must ever belong to the 


Book of Books. 


2. Observation 


All nature and all life, we have said, are rich in illus- 
tration. As one sails through life with a trawling eye, 
what fine things come into the net! 

I go for a walk and notice that the clock in the rustic 


#2 Works (1771), par. 4 of the General Preface. 
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church tower has only one hand. It always had one hand. 
It belongs to the days when all clocks had one hand. It 
is the small hand, of course. One must guess at the min- 
utes. 

“It looks like half past three, but it might be twenty 
past, and it might be twenty to four. That is the nearest 
the old clock can do. 

** There is a note in the church about the clock. It has 
been telling the time, it seems, in the village for five 
hundred years. Telling the time! —well . . . as near 
as it can! And it has been near enough in this rustic 
place. 

““What else has it been telling besides the time? 
There’s something else in this. . . . 

** Ah! I have it. ‘Do the best with what you’ve got.’ 
Not a bad thing to say to fifteen generations. ‘Do the 
best with what you’ve got.’ The old clock didn’t give up 
when two-handed clocks came in. It went on doing the 
best it could with one poor hand. What perseverance 
in limited service! Is there a link here with the parable 
of the Talents? Maybe! I’ll think it out tonight. .. . 

** And, while I’m here, I might as well glance at the 
sundial. I’ve found a few useful things on sundials. 

* What is this? Traveler, it is later than you think. 
Solemn word! Perhaps it is. I keep kidding myself that 
I’m only a boy and that the sun is still climbing the sky, 
but there is gray hair in the comb now... . ‘Later 
than J think.’ 

**T must sound that note sometime in an end-of-the- 
year sermon. I’ll tell them what the sundial says. ‘ Later 
than you think.’ 

“JT must go. This church is a nice old place. I must 
come back sometime. But what is this on a tombstone 
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by the gate? It is to somebody’s mother. How well put! 
©The mother of many children, one of whom alone had 
the misfortune to survive her.’ Isn’t that what Thomas 
Gray said about bis mother? But who could blame this 
rustic son for stealing anything so sweet? 

“J shall be talking on mothers sometime. Mothering 
Sunday, perhaps. Mid-Lent! It is not in the Church cal- 
endar, any more than harvest festivals, but not to be 
despised because of that. It will do no man any harm 
to be reminded of his good mother.” 


It has been a rule of my life for years, whenever I am 
visiting a neighborhood new to me, to look up before 
going the historical and literary associations of the dis- 
trict, and to inquire how the people earn their bread. 
When I arrive, I know what I want to see. Indeed, when 
necessary, I have sought permission beforehand, and I 
look back through the years over a thousand enjoyable 
and instructive hours spent in that fashion. But it is for 
enjoyment that I squeezed the time. I am curious, and 
like spending my hard-won leisure that way. Before the 
duties of the day begin; between two engagements, or 
when work is over . . . what journeys through the past, 
what recollections of literary masterpieces, and what 
deepened understanding of how folk live! I do not go 
on these errands looking for illustrations. I never look 
for them. But it is in those hours (among others) that 
they come offering themselves to me. Shoals of them! 
Like a rueful angler, I point with some pride to my 
catch, but I am also smartingly aware of the big ones 
that got away. 

Carisbrooke Castle in the Isle of Wight! Lost in a 
reverie in the little museum there, and with my mind 
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threading the long avenues of the historic past, thinking 
of sieges and sorties, of Henry I, Elizabeth, and Charles I, 
I remember being brought to earth by a charwoman on 
holiday who panted in (bless her!) with her shoes over- 
full of feet, and, taking one look at the suits of armor 
which had thrilled me, she said to her friend: ‘Oh, 
look at that! Fancy having to clean that every week!! ” 

The same object presented to two different minds, yet 
opening at once on two different worlds. I looked at her 
gnarled, knobbly hands, toilworn, and clearly fight- 
ing a losing battle with rheumatism, and I loved her as 
one of the workers of the world. 

And it was at Carisbrooke also that I saw a donkey 
drawing water from the well — just turning in circles; 
getting nowhere; only going round and round. 

I have known saints of God like that. “ Silly don- 
keys ” to the smart. Getting nowhere! Doing nothing. 

But in the parched periods that have fallen on my 
own soul, I have known that it was to them and not to 
the wisecrackers that I must turn if I was to get a cold, 
refreshing drink on a hot and arid day. 

Tattershall, Bodiam, Bamburgh, Conway — these and 
a hundred others all paid their tribute, though, even 
then, not so richly as the abbeys and the priories have 
brought it in. Christchurch (and its fascinating chancel 
arch); Boxgrove (and its empty chantry), Rievaulx, 
Bylands, Fountains, Tintern, all gave me something — 
already used, or resolutely kept till its appointed hour. 

Old buildings mean very little to some men. It bores 
them to read the record of the past, and architecture 
makes no moving appeal. 

It does not matter — or not much! Every man to his 
taste. The person who thinks that my interest in a bit 
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of old wall is odd may be deeply interested, and quite 
surprisingly informed, on marine zoology. A walk on 
the beach will give him a score of illustrations all hidden, 
alas! to me. 

Let a man follow his own bent. He will illustrate best 
from the things he knows best. He must be on his guard, 
of course, against overriding his hobby horse, and talk- 
ing too often of the things that chance to please him. 
The subordinate place of illustration must never be for- 
gotten. One has known preachers with a special taste 
for science, or fine art, or geology, or Wordsworth’s 
poems, who seemed incapable of preaching without 
dragging (the word is deliberate) their special interest 
in. However unaware of it the good man may be him- 
self, it becomes a joke among the people who constantly 
hear him preach. 

Variety in the ¢ypes of illustration is to be com- 
mended. Variety in the sources too. The element in 
preaching that is to oppose dullness and keep exposition 
fresh must not itself become stereotyped. When a man 
is illustrating from a subject of which he is a master, he 
will move with most ease, because he is certain of the 
facts and has the confidence that properly belongs to 
a man speaking in his own province. But when he draws 
an analogy from a sphere or calling he does not fully 
understand, let him confirm the details from someone 
whose province it is, lest he provoke the remark heard 
in Liverpool after a distinguished divine had preached 
a special sermon, and drawn an illustration from seaman- 
ship. A man who had taken ships from the Mersey to the 
Plate for half a lifetime remarked when worship was 
over, “That man might be a great preacher, but he'd 
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be a mighty poor sailor.” Palpable ignorance on subjects 
from which one chooses to take illustrations will under- 
mine the confidence of one’s hearers concerning things 
infinitely more important than illustrations. And, in this 
matter of illustration, it is not really hard to find the 
facts. 


Yet, whatever a man’s particular hobby may be, there 
is surely special interest and value for the preacher in 
seeing all that he can of how other people work. Many 
laymen suspect that a minister already lives a life 
strangely detached from the “ rough-and-tumble ” of 
their existence. One way to narrow the gulf that divides 
minister and people is for the minister to see people as 
often as he can at work, to get as close to an understand- 
ing of their conditions as is humanly possible, and take a 
keen and personal interest in their day-to-day lives. 

And again, as a pleasing by-product, the illustrations 
present themselves and one has only to pick them up. 

I remember the fascination of the Potteries, and the 
score of fine, fresh illustrations I found there — not just 
the obvious ones like the potter’s wheel and its concomi- 
tants (though how good Jeremiah’s image was I never 
knew till then) but what gold looks like before it goes 
into the fire, how the diseases that long shadowed this 
industry are being combated, how to pack an oven, 
what skill there is in firing. What superb artists this 
calling has in fee! 

Crewe comes to my mind and its great railway works: 
immense locomotives swinging off the ground while 
men continued to work on them; the crane under the 
roof, which, at an “upward glance,” seemed to bring 
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whatever men needed. I remember the manufacture of 
rails, signal boxes, and all the impedimenta of a vast 
transport system. I remember also the three skillful 
craftsmen working quietly in their own department on 
artificial limbs. 

**Isn’t that a good hand, sir? Look, the fingers move! 
With a glove on, it would look quite normal.” I turned 
that to good use. The guide had said on the early part 
of my tour: 

** We have a railway system as near to perfect, I think, 
as any that has been devised . 

Really? 

Yet those craftsmen, serving one company only, were 
working all day and every day on artificial limbs! 

Nor will I ever forget my visit to a coal mine: the 
long walk half bent from shaft to coal face; the gloom, 
the dust, the sweat . . . the accident. I have watched 
the statistics of accidents in coal mines ever since. Coal 
is never cheap. 

The mills I remember — cotton, woolen, and artifi- 
cial silk. The jam factory, the tannery, the home of cop- 
per tubes, the asbestos works, the chocolate and cocoa 
makers . . . and fifty others. 

Behind everything else, the tilling of the good earth 
and all the wise husbandry of the fields. How varied it 
is! The amazingly fertile fields of south Lincolnshire, the 
wide chalk farms of the Yorkshire wolds, the strange 
agriculture of the great Moss at Tarleton . . . and il- 
lustrations everywhere. Indeed, there are so many that, 
like the angler, you can “‘ throw the little ones back.” A 
touch of the fastidious grows with growing sensitivity 
in illustrations, and, as one’s store enlarges, there must 
be “ something really special” in everything one keeps. 


The Sources of Illustration 61 
3. The Newspaper 


There is something more than a little inconsistent in 
the popular attitude to the newspapers. They are widely 
criticized — and widely read! People speak with hearty 
disparagement of them — and buy them just the same. 
Only the odd man here and there follows up his disap- 
proval by cutting them completely out. A larger num- 
ber sit over the sheets for forty minutes and then re- 
mark, “ There’s nothing in the paper today” (!). 

Newspapers vary, of course. Some are at obvious pains 
to observe C. P. Scott’s maxim, “‘ Comment is free, but 
facts are sacred,” and some are as obviously careless of 
it. It was of this latter group that Ramsay MacDonald 
said: 

“* We could pass laws and edicts; we could hamper them, we 
could give you the right to sue a newspaper that has got a 
falsehood prominently displayed for having sold itself under 
false pretenses, but nothing of that kind can be done without 
limiting liberty to such an extent that I will not do it. 

“If this goes on unbridled and unchanged, I am perfectly 
certain the knowledge and judgment of our people will be so 
degraded that they will not be able to carry on their demo- 
cratic responsibilities.” 

No man should choose his paper carelessly. Nor 
should he let his politics decide the issue for him. If the 
news service is really dependable, he can do his own in- 
dependent thinking. The last thing a man should buy 
in a newspaper is an opinion. 

Having chosen his paper carefully, let him look 
upon it as a page of history. Trenchant, sweeping, and 
utterly scornful comments on the press, which are not 
uncommon among men of scholarly attainment, reveal 
one of the defects of the academic mind. Newspapers 
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are pages of history. A man known to be a master of the 
period, say, of Antiochus Epiphanes, or Ramesses II, or 
Stephen and Matilda, and who openly proclaims that he 
never reads a newspaper (and proclaims it just as loudly 
in his comments on current affairs), is plainly out of 
touch with life. Broadcast news is too swift, and too in- 
complete, to be a substitute. What immense events filled 
the best of the papers through all the twenty years of 
uneasy truce between the two world wars! What im- 
mense events fill them still! A man who takes a paper 
that never discusses such problems as: ‘‘ Should girls use 
lipstick? Is it the red peril? ” and never raises such ques- 
tions as, ““ How can you give your nails glamour? ” and 
which never employs that parasite of journalism, a “ so- 
cial gossip ’’ man, but honestly offers the news and its own 
comments, should treat his paper with respect and learn 
to read events with discernment and inwardness. He is 
reading history. If he is a believer in God, he will be 
seeking God’s purpose in the broad sweep of it. If he is 
a preacher, he has a harvest of facts brought to his door, 
and a wealth of illustration as well. 

Most of us are busy men. Only a little time a day can 
be given to the newspaper. Ministers have been advised 
to read their paper standing, and to put it down when 
they are tired.” It prevents a man from giving time to 
the paper which should be given to the Bible, to his de- 
votions, and to deeper thought. 

Howsoever a busy man acts about that — sitting or 
standing — it is only a little time that he can give to the 
press. He knows what he wants. His particular journal 
may offer an itemized summary of the day’s news down 
which he can run his eye in a moment, but, whether it 

*8 John A. Hutton, That the Ministry Be Not Blamed, p. 171. 
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does or not, he knows his way about his own paper. The 
social and stock exchange news may interest him only 
slightly; racing and the reports of company meetings 
hardly at all. But he moves quickly to the columns 
where he will find what he wants, and soon the events 
at home and abroad have passed under his swift eye. He 
reads always with a heavy marking pencil in his hand. 
As a preacher, the selective principle latent in his mind 
is the triumph of righteousness in the world of men. The 
things he marks might seem oddly assorted to someone 
else: Divorce statistics. The profits of brewery com- 
panies. A stipendiary’s comments on the effect of “ fun 
- lands ” on juvenile delinquency. A summary of a Royal 
Commission on housing. The will of a “ turf account- 
ant.” A film review. A speech by an Indian leader on 
Christian missions in his country. The dramatic critic’s 
comments on the “ broad humor ” of a vaudeville show 
(pretty “broad ” he thinks when the paper mentions 
it!). The word under which he wants them filed he 
plainly marks on each. All are soon cut out — or left to 
some other member of the household to cut out for him. 

One or two other things he marks also — not so easily 
classified. He puts them apart from the rest. 

Later in the day he broods over them. There is an 
analogy hidden somewhere in these. He is questioning 
them. ‘“‘ What ‘ other thing’ are you saying to me?” A 
flicker of a smile at his lips registers a clear answer to his 
question. ‘‘ So that was it.” These are not filed with the 
rest. He has a special place for these. When their hour 
comes, polished and fitted in their place, they will make 
the truth laid on his heart clear to the people to whom 
he is called to preach. 

And here is a case in point. The sermon raised the 
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question whether or not life confirms the Bible teaching 
that the way of transgressors is hard, and the statement 
was categorically made that sin has a way of coming 
home. It went on: 


* A few months ago The Times reported a strange case of 
crime in a certain German town. A lady in that town found a 
basket on her doorstep, and the basket contained a pigeon. 
There was a note also inside, an urgent, imperative, threaten- 
ing note which said that if the lady did not fasten a certain 
sum of paper money ‘to the clip on the pigeon’s leg and re- 
lease the bird immediately, her house would be burned down 
that night. The lady immediately informed the police and the 
police acted with amazing rapidity for the detection of the 
criminals. They chartered two airplanes and, having tied a 
streaming ribbon to the bird’s neck, they released the bird and 
instructed the pilots to pursue it. The pigeon rose in the air 
and wheeled round several times before it finally took its 
course. The inhabitants of the town, who knew nothing, of 
course, of the crime, stood in amazement at the strange gyra- 
tions of the two airplanes and feared for their church steeple; 
but as soon as the pigeon flew on a direct course the airplanes 
were in hot pursuit, while the police followed, as best they 
could, in a high-powered car below. Presently the pigeon flew 
down to a loft and one of the airplanes took a photograph of 
the spot, while the other dropped a note to the police. The 
police dashed to the house and discovered two brothers unty- 
ing the telltale ribbon in feverish haste from the bird’s neck, 
and they were placed under immediate arrest. The men, how- 
ever, protested that the bird was not theirs. ‘ It just flew into 
our loft,’ they said; ‘ it is not our bird.’ ‘ Very well,’ said the 
officer, ‘ we will test that,’ and he ordered the pigeon to be 
taken away and released from a distant spot — and it came 
home. A second time it was taken away and a second time it 
came home. A third time — and a third time it came home. 
And every time it came home it deepened the certitude of 
their guilt. Finally, they broke down and confessed. Their sin 
had come home. Sin is like that. It comes home. It is mysteri- 
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something here.” There was! His hearers knew it when 
he riveted their attention and, by the aid of that uncon- 
sidered trifle, made the truth to live. 

One does not read the newspapers for illustrations but 
for news. Yet — as we have found elsewhere — the il- 
lustrations are there. 


4. General Reading 


It seems to be generally established now that it is not 
a good thing to label certain books as “ classics ” and in- 
sist that every educated person ought to read them if, in 
point of fact, you want to get them read. Allowing for 
the eagerness with which the ill-read seek to excuse them- 
selves on the ground that they were wrongly taught, it 
is hard to resist the weight of evidence that has been 
heaped together to show that Shakespeare, or Milton, or 
Jane Austen was “spoiled ” for a large number of peo- 
ple at school. A skillful teacher of English today comes 
to his task with more cunning. If he cannot say without 
qualification, “‘ Follow your own taste: read what you 
like,” he gets as near to it as he can, while cleverly refin- 
ing that difficult sense of taste. 

Preachers, when they are not concentrating on their 
direct preparation for a pulpit, have as much liberty as 
anybody else to read what they like. The question which 
our inquiry raises for us is this: “‘ Reading what he likes, 
is it possible that he will derive something more than 
mere enjoyment? Should he be alert for illustrations here 
as well? ” 

He certainly should. Most reading without a pencil 
at hand is wasteful. Enjoyment can be heightened, not 
lessened, by note-taking. 

It is a common mistake to confuse reading and think- 
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ing. The profoundest thinkers I have known were not 
great readers. Some thinkers are great readers, of course, 
but the point to notice is that they need not be. Time 
can be wasted as easily with books as with bridge, and 
how you read is as important as what you read. 

One of the compliments that ignorance pays to a 
little culture is to assume that any man reading anything 
other than the lightest of light novels is “ studying.” A 
preacher is often flattered by hearing that assumption in 
the simpler members of his congregation. Many a minis- 
ter who has misused his morning with someone’s enter- 
taining memoirs, or one of these gossipy literary concoc- 
- tions which publishers evidently find lucrative, and 
which deceives a man into believing that he is more 
widely read than he really is, must have felt at least half 
ashamed when his wife inquires at lunch if he has had a 
very hard morning of study. In his heart of hearts he 
knows that those morning hours, fenced with difficulty 
from unnecessary distractions, are his for the hardest 
thinking and hardest praying of his day. 

Yet, even when the hours of legitimately lighter read- 
ing come, he need not waste his time. Let him read, with 
a pencil in his hand, sensitive to the possibility of illus- 
trations; marking and claiming whatever his develop- 
ing judgment tells him will have some future use. 


(a) Biography 

Most people have heard by now of the temperance 
enthusiast who, urging 2 man who had been imbibing 
too freely to sign the pledge, spoke about the badness of 
beer. 

The poor soaker was roused to a protest. He fixed the 
reformer with a watery eye and said, as firmly as his 
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hiccuping would allow: 

“No, sir. There’s no bad beer. Some’s better than 
others.” 

I have sometimes felt like that about biographies. 
There are no bad biographies. Some are better than 
others. 

I exaggerate, of course. There are bad biographies. 
But not many. And when one has learned to smell out 
the jaundiced judgment and skip the tedious panegyric, 
there are not many’biographies — or autobiographies — 
that have not something to give. 

If we are right that nothing illustrates life like life, it 
need not to be argued that biography is a deep and rich 
mine. The preacher who finds his light reading (or much 
of it) in biography soon has a mass of pertinent material 
on call. Saints and sinners, soldiers and statesmen, writers 
and philosophers — it is all a thick vein. If, in the last 
resort, the preacher is commending a way of life to the 
people, how can he better illustrate the character of it 
than by showing what were the practical consequences 
in specific lives of counsel heeded or counsel ignored? 


(b) Travel, Science, and Natural History 


We have agreed that in his lighter moments a preacher 
may read what he likes, and we have agreed also that 
a man is likely to illustrate with more skill and safety 
when he is following his own bent and moving in a sphere 
that he has largely made his own. It is not without in- 
terest, however, to point out how wide is the sphere of 
analogical illustrations that may be drawn from books 
of travel, from science, and from natural history as 
well. Where genuine interest and enjoyment beckon a 
man on, it is amazing how rich is the yield. Some of 
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the trifles one picks up may not seem (baldly stated and 
unrelated to the theme) treasure trove at all, but, com- 
ing at the right moment and in the right place, a small 
thing can fix a great truth in a hearer’s mind. 

Imagine the preacher to be speaking about the impor- 
tance of environment and how guarded a Christian must 
be concerning the degree of its influence upon him. He 
wants to put that fact plainly to the people and he wants 
it to stay. He says: 


“If you are wholly the product of your environment, a 
change in your environment will mean a change in you. One 
of the most curious birds known to ornithologists is the kea 
. of New Zealand. It is, I believe, unique among birds in that 
its ancient habits were changed in the space of a few years by 
a change in its environment. The circumstances were these: 
The kea had fed from time immemorial upon the natural 
fruits, seeds, and insect grubs of the beautiful land in which 
it lived, and was known as a picturesque and harmless bird 
of the poll parrot type. But when the British settlers came to 
New Zealand and began sheep-rearing, the change in the en- 
vironment of the bird produced an extraordinary change in 
the bird’s nature. The kea took to haunting the sheep stations 
and feeding on the offal of those killed for consumption, and 
in course of time, it developed so strong a taste for the kidney 
fat that it became a vicious bird of prey, attacking the live 
animal, tearing open its side, and literally dragging the succu- 
lent morsel from the living carcass of the beast. That bird is 
now shot at sight. The poll parrot has become a vulture. 
Why? Because of a change in its environment — that is all; 
and there are some ‘highly respectable’ people who would 
not survive a change in their environment and would as 
surely be swept to the cesspools if the current of life set that 


way. 

Or, suppose that he is most concerned with the life of 
prayer and wants to show how, by its aid, a Christian 
can maintain a healthy spiritual life in an alien environ- 
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ment. He might make his point with an illustration 
drawn from natural history. 


* There is a little water spider to be found in our ponds and 
ditches, who lives beneath the water’s surface in a kind of 
diver’s bell. 

* This is how he does it: He makes a thimble-shaped case 
of silk which he anchors by fine threads to the water weeds at 
the bottom of the pond. The orifice is turned downward. The 
spider then goes up to the surface and, by means of hooked 
hairs which cover the lower part of his body, he entangles (as 
it were) a little bubble of air which he carries down and re- 
leases inside his little home. The air rises to the top of the bell 
that he has made and displaces a certain amount of water, and 
immediately he goes up again for more air and liberates it in 
the same way. Up and down he goes until finally the bell is 
filled with air and he lives, beneath the water’s surface, some- 
thing of the life above. As his use exhausts the oxygen he goes 
up for more, and he maintains his life in an alien environment 
only by a ceaseless vigilance. 

“There is a lesson here for us. The life of the spirit can be 
properly maintained only by a constant correspondence with 
the spiritual world.” 


Or, suppose that he is grappling with the dark mys- 
tery of life and seeking to explain the ministry which 
pain and frustration can have in a world ruled by a 
God of love. The natural history of the Antipodes 
serves his purpose again. 


“New Zealand is a fascinating country to those who are 
interested in geography and travel. Do you know that there 
are no dangerous wild animals and no dangerous reptiles na- 
tive to New Zealand at all? Not one! Apart from its human 
occupants a child could have wandered through its primeval 
forests unharmed. Do you know also that New Zealand is 
the home of more flightless birds than any other country — 
the kiwi, the kakapo, the penguin, and the weka rail? These 
birds had wings but lost them by neglecting their use. Scholars 
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say they neglected them because food was always abundant 
and there was no danger near — no fearsome beast or reptile. 
And the cost of their immunity was the power of their wings. 
They had no necessity to fly; now they have no ability to fly. 
My friends, it would have been the same with us. The dan- 
gers we dread compel us to expand. the wings of the spirit. It 
is our need which drives us to the bosom of our God.” 


And there are millions more of these illustrations still 
unclaimed. Occasionally, it is not possible for a preacher 
to speak with definiteness on the facts which his illustra- 
tion involves because the experts themselves have not 
made up their minds. He need not worry overmuch. A 
-hint that the point is still disputed —and a modest 
deference to the scholars in another realm (‘‘ Some ex- 
perts believe . . .”) —is all that is called for. So far 
as the preacher is concerned, the illustration comes to its 
homiletical end when it has conveyed the spiritual mean- 
ing he has in mind. 

As for science, it is an unfathomable mine of illustra- 
tions. It has its own peculiar dangers for the preacher. 
To most men in the pulpit it is an unfamiliar world, and 
there are plenty of young people in the pews with spe- 
cialist training on some subsection of science. Their crit- 
ical minds can easily be estranged by a preacher’s slip. 
A man should be doubly sure, therefore, of his facts or 
wisely ‘‘ covered ” by the name of a scientist of repute. 

Scientific illustrations are also liable to be very in- 
volved. If the point is not easy to see, the illustration had 
better be changed. That which is used to explain must 
not itself require long explanation. 

Nevertheless, when this seam is worked by a master, 
it has the richest things to give. An age of science warms 
to scientific allusion. It is a good thing that the men who 
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can do it well make free use of this means of illustration 
if only to let it be known that science and religion are 
not alien realms, though they will not, of course, be 
“ reconciled ” by sermon illustrations. The contribu- 
tions of the ablest men to that high task will be the fruit 
of their flintiest thinking. But even sermon illustrations 
can show that the servant of the Word is a student of the 
world — and, if he does it with skill and obvious knowl- 
edge, the science students in his congregation will be 
especially grateful. 


(c) Fiction 

It is a rule with many busy ministers who have very 
little time to read fiction — and perhaps very little taste 
as well — to read two or three of the most significant 
novels a year. It is a wise rule. One must know what 
the people are reading and, if the books are wisely 
chosen, a man can keep in touch with the trends in liter- 
ature that way. 

They may not be best sellers. The book that “* every- 
body is talking about ” his wife will probably read, and 
she can tell him the tale. It is amazing what time an in- 
telligent woman can save a busy man in that way. Her 
summary, and a few questions from him are usually 
enough. He can keep in the conversation on social oc- 
casions largely by her aid. 

No! Let him ask a discerning friend whose business 
it is to watch books, or let him consult the ablest re- 
viewers, and he will soon learn what fiction it would be 
well to read. 

What use has this reading for sermon illustration? 

Not, I think, a great deal. 

When a man tries to take illustrations from novels, 
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he is wrong in assuming (even with the best sellers)’ 
that everybody has read them. When he begins, there- 
fore, “‘ You all know . . .” the plain fact is that they 
do not all know; and if he takes the line of assuming that 
the story must be explained for the sake of those who 
have not read it, he consumes more time than an illustra- 
tion can normally be allowed. 

If a man feels drawn to illustrate in this way, let him 
at least measure himself against the difficulties. It is fic- 
tion. Could he not make the point as well from biog- 
raphy and, therefore, from fact? 

Is the incident he is selecting capable of swift presenta- 
tion? Can he get the “‘ atmosphere ” and the point in a 

few strokes? 

Yet the thing has been done well. Preachers have often 
taken illustrations from George Eliot, for example, with 
her intense (and not unnatural!) preoccupation with 
moral issues. The influence of a child on a soured man 
can be briefly but strongly drawn in Silas Marner. The 
haunting phrase on the last page of Adam Bede, 
** There’s a sort of wrong that can never be made up 
for,” will bring another illustration from the same pen 
swift to the mind of those familiar with her works. 


5. Pastoral Work 

Some well-known preachers never undertook pastoral 
visitation. Dr. J. H. Jowett, for instance. The peculiar 
difficulties of men who minister in a central church to 
a widely scattered congregation are not easily overcome 
on the pastoral side. It is hard to see how a minister in 
those circumstances could possibly go from door to 
door. Probably the only answer to the problem for a 
man in that position is to allot specific hours when he is 
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available at the church for pastoral appointments, and 
encourage his people to travel to him. 

But this is certain: There must be at least some loss 
to preaching if the preacher is not in pastoral touch with 
his people. It is not the worst definition of preaching to 
say that it is “the minister’s effort to answer on Sun- 
days the questions his people have been asking him in 
the week.” 

Pastoral contact with the people — howsoever under- 
taken — is a rich source of sermon illustration. It need 
hardly be said that no man would betray in public the 
intimacies of private conversation, but a man alert for 
illustration sees things and hears things that have valu- 
able homiletic use and include no disclosure of confi- 
dences at all. 

There is a special merit in homely illustrations. Con- 
gregations are composed mostly of busy people, tired in 
their toil for the bread of this life, and wounded, per- 
haps, as well as tired. Abstruse and ingenious illustra- 
tions cannot help them all. Literary and historical allu- 
sions remind many people of their own lack of culture 
and feed their inferiority. A homely illustration well 
drawn can help all. 

The homely (in the English sense) is not the vulgar, 
or the crude, or the low. It is just *‘ the homely.” People 
who are so “refined” that they dislike the homely 
should be deliberately disregarded. They are “ over- 
nice ”! 

There is often a touch of humor in the homely illus- 
tration. It is no worse for that. A man who thinks that 
it is a sin for the pulpit to provoke a ripple of natural 
mirth is just as mistaken in his way as the man who 
demeans the pulpit by telling a funny story, just because 
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it is a funny story, without pith or relevant illustrative 
meaning at all. If a man steers clear of both those horri- 
ble extremes, he will not run aground. 

The quaint remarks of children, heard on his pastoral 
visitation, often give the minister something he can use 
for others. Dr. Henry Howard, sitting one day in the 
home of a poor family in his church, watched a little 
boy putting his waistcoat on. He put the first button 
in the third hole, and as he continued laboriously at his 
task, the minister drew his attention to the mistake. 

** Oh, it’s all right, sir,” said the little fellow. “ It will 
all come right in the end.” 

A trifling thing! 

But who that heard Dr. Henry Howard, years after, 
speaking with smashing force of those shallow optimists 
who ignore ugly facts, turn a blind eye to the writing 
on the wall, and then blandly assure us that “all will 
come right in the end,” can forget his masterly use of 
that deliciously absurd incident, or fail to recall the pic- 
ture of the mystified little boy with two buttons over 
and no holes to put them in? If they are quite short, a 
couple of illustrations making the same point, but con- 
trasted in type, drive the stake well home. A Biblical il- 
lustration and a modern homely one pair well. The 
preacher can turn to the development of his argument 
feeling that “so far” things are well tied up. 

Sometimes — but not too frequently — the preacher 
can illustrate from his own home. Here is an instance: 
The sermon was examining the difference between con- 
victions and opinions, and, in the progress of the argu- 
ment, the fact was faced that people often cling with 
pathetic earnestness to cults and shallow little heresies 
with an intensity of conviction worthy of a better cause. 
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The plea, therefore, at this point of the exposition ran 
like this: “‘ Be fixed — but be fixed to the things that are 
fixed! Hold fast —but hold fast to the truth!” It 


went on: 


* When we were wed, my wife and I received a number of 
presents and, among them, a household wants indicator. I had 
never seen one before. It was a sheet of tin with lists of every- 
thing that should be in the pantry and larder, and beside each 
name there was a little pointer that could be turned. The idea 
was this: When tea was running low, you put the pointer 
round and that meant, ‘ We want tea’; if it was sugar, you 
did the same, and, at the end of the week, it was simple to read 
the indicator; the grocer’s list was made in a moment, and 
housekeeping became (in theory) a matter of minutes. In the 
joy of our first homemaking, I recall my wife carrying the 
indicator to the kitchen and fixing it with her own hands to 
the inside of the pantry door. 

*** That is the best place,” she said. ‘I shall be standing here 
when I realize our wants.’ 

“She forgot one thing. It was fixed to something that was 
not fixed. She turned the pointer to register our need for cof- 
fee, swung the door behind her, and all the little pointers went 
flipperty-flop. At the end of the week our condition was des- 
perate. The indicator said; ‘ No tea,’ but the caddy was half 
full. The indicator said, ‘ Plenty of sugar,’ but we could not 
find a cube. We began to realize the seriousness of housekeep- 
ing! 

“Then it was that I stepped in with masculine superiority 
and said: ‘ This thing must be fixed to something fixed. It 
will never serve our need until it is.’ I nailed it to the wall. 

“* Be fixed on the things that are fixed. Hold fast the cen- 
tralities of the faith. The gospel is not the invention of last 
week; it is the message once delivered to the saints.” 


Clearly, then, there are many, many fields of illustra- 
tions and they are white unto harvest. Is it true, also, 
that the laborers are few? 


IV 
On Call 


Dr. W. L. WarKINson was once asked how he kept his 
sermon illustrations, and he is reported to have answered, 
“J remember them.” 

And no doubt he did. Or some of them. It is amazing 
how a good natural memory, aided by a deep interest in 
these matters, can summon suitable illustrative material 
just as the need comes. 

But it is plainly impossible for any man to remem- 
ber all that he has gathered, unless he is in the pitiful and 
unpardonable position of using about a dozen illustra- 
tions over and over again. A congregation subjected to 
these weary repetitions can remember them as well as 
the man who employs them. His people make their way 
to worship, wondering, as they go, which of the favored 
dozen it will be this morning. 

The problem arises for the real craftsman (who would 
scorn to “lift” illustrations from other preachers), 
who, with patient assiduity, has been shaping and find- 
ing his illustrations through the years, and who cannot 
reasonably expect the most excellent memory to recall 
that the exact illustration for the point now to be made 
was in a book he read five years ago. Some system he 
must have. What should the system be? 

The advice given to many students is to keep a “‘ com- 
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monplace book” —a notebook of treasured findings. 
* Write down,” they are told, ‘“‘ whatever strikes you 
in your reading, and it will be under your hand when 
the hour comes.” 

It should be noticed, in passing, that even this way of 
dealing with illustrations requires some kind of index- 
ing. A commonplace book crammed with unclassified 
matter is no better than a bin. I remember calling on 
a minister late one Saturday evening and finding him 
feverishly turning over the pages of a commonplace 
book, which had run into several volumes, but, for all 
his turning the pages backward and forward, he could 
not find what he sought. 

‘** There’s a grand illustration here somewhere,” he 


sighed finally. “ I need it for my sermon in the morning, 
but I can’t find it! ” 


When so much is said in praise of commonplace books, 
it may seem a little captious to speak against them — 
and it must be admitted that no man concerned with il- 
lustrations can cut them out. But he should resolve to 
limit their use as much as possible. The sheer, time- 
devouring labor of copying out long pages of matter 
that may, and may not, be useful, is enough to intimi- 
date the boldest, and explains why many commonplace 
books never become stout volumes. 

If a man is tearing the heart from an important theo- 
logical book, and finds it best to make a précis of the 
whole — well, that is hard, mental work, and he expects 
to moil at it. But the kind of thing that goes into a 
commonplace book (stray thoughts, illustrative in- 
stances, possible analogies) — what hours of sheer labor 
the copying out represents. Is it the best use of the time? 
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Can a man who lives with the conviction that all his 
time is God’s, and that even his recreation is not so much 
time kept for himself as time given by Christ, who has 
the right to all his time — can such a man not devise a 
better use of his Master’s time and do more at less cost? 

I think he can. Let him keep the commonplace book 
for the things that we have classified under ‘t Observa- 
tion” (the suggestive trifles picked up on his travels), 
and let him note here also the useful things heard in his 
visitation, and which we have set down under “ Pastoral 
Work,” but let him resolve that he will save unnum- 
bered hours, at the very place where commonplace books 
_-usually waste them, by garnering the fine fruits of his 
general reading without laboriously copying out from 
borrowed books the things that pull his eager eye. 

To begin with, he should possess the books he reads. 
Libraries are indispensable for referring to books, but 
they can be a snare so far as reading them is concerned. 
They have militated against the habit of each man mak- 
ing a modest library of his own. 

Time is our most valued commodity, and it is one of 
the few things commonly counted precious which is 
shared out equally to all. We do not all live as long as 
one another, but there are just twenty-four hours in 
each day for the rich man in his castle and the poor man 
at his gate. While you are reading this you cannot read 
that. How important is the choice, therefore, of the 
books you read. How necessary to be sure beforehand 
that this book is worth the time it will take — more 
valuable by far than the shillings it may cost! 

It is foolish to say that people cannot afford to possess 
the books they read. Let a man get deliverance from the 
itch to read the latest: let him assure himself (whatever 
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the reviews say) that if that book is so good, it will 
keep; let him remember that some of the finest books 
of biography and autobiography, of travel and science, 
of natural history and classic fiction, can be picked up 
secondhand for coppers; and let him make a rule, which 
admits of few exceptions, that so far as reading is con- 
cerned (as distinguished from reference), he will con- 
centrate on the books that he owns. As he grows in 
awareness of the fields that yield most to his husbandry, 
he will grow also in the art of picking up cheap the 
books he wants as sources of illustration. 

And this will be just one of his great gains! He will 
soon realize that if there are twenty things in that good 
book which he would like to keep under his hand, those 
twenty things must needs be laboriously copied out if 
the book is borrowed, or else (as often happens, alas!) 
irretrievably lost. 

But not a line need be written down if the book is 
his. The husbanding of time by that alone is immense. 
He could write a book himself in the hours thus easily 
saved. 

Leave the commonplace book for choice things no- 
ticed and revealing things heard, and also for the few 
things taken from the rarely borrowed volume, but learn 
how to make a preacher’s index of the many volumes 
you possess, and having chosen them wisely and read 
them closely, “‘ possess ” them in every sense of the word. 


What do we mean by a “ preacher’s index ”? 

Many books have no index at all — which is a pity if 
the book really has something to say. Some books are 
best read through the index. If the book is devoted to a 
subject on which one is already creditably informed, 
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a swift glance down the index is enough to enable a 
practiced reader to fix on the fresh contribution which 
this new writer brings. 

But the index is not drawn from the viewpoint of a 
preacher. It is made — with varying degrees of ability 
—to facilitate reference to the volume once read, and 
invariably makes free use of proper names. 

“Cowl, H. B.,” may appear in the index and that, 
conceivably, is the key name to an incident in the book 
which is a compelling example of the grace of humility, 
but it is highly unlikely that a man, even with a good 
memory, is going to remember three years later that 
under the name of Cowl in such and such a book (to 
which he has not referred often in the meanwhile) 
he will find a telling illustration of the first of all the 
graces. 

The books we read, and find fruitful for illustration, 
whether they have an index or not, must be provided, 
for our use and our own eye, with an index that makes 
them ready and eager to serve the supreme claims of the 
pulpit so that, when the foundations of the sermon are 
laid, and the general plan is in clear view, and the stout 
walls are beginning to rise, it may be easy, first to decide 
where the windows are necessary, and then swiftly to 
find them and put them in. 

Here is a book taken at random from my shelves of 
biography: Eve Curie’s life of her mother, Madame 
Curie. 

And here, in my edition of the book, is part of p. 3 of 
the index: 

Paderewski, Ignace, 98-9, 320 Paulsen, 189 


Painlevé, Paul, 110, 330 Pellatt, Professor, 176 
Paladino, Eusapia, 224 Poincaré, Lucien, 178 
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Ragot, Louis, 271, 282 Sikorska’s, Mlle., school, 16, 

Rayleigh, Lord, 201 18, 19, 20, 276 

Rodin, Auguste, 227 Sklodovska, Marie (Madame 

Rutherford, 189 Curie), birth, 8; childhood, 
8-15; at school, 16-36; a 

Sallenave, Mme., 343 gold medal, 36; a year’s 

Schutzenberger, M., 138, 1645 holiday, 36-40; at Kempa, 

214 41-4; dreams, 49-56 


Sienkiewicz, Henryk, 274 Soddy, 189 


Who, glancing at this page of index a year after read- 
ing the book — “* Sklodovska, Marie (Madame Curie), 
birth, 8; childhood, 8-15 ?—- would remember that 
p. 8 had brought them face to face with a remarkable 
and courageous Christian woman in Mme. Sklodovska, 
who loved her children as perhaps only good mothers do 
love, but who never kissed them. She was stricken with 
tuberculosis. It was her secret, and told to no one except 
by her “short attacks of dry coughing ” and “a deso- 
late shadow” on her husband’s face. Marie grew up 
under an affection immense and tender, but an affec- 
tion which had to strangle its normal expression for the 
sake of the children themselves. 

Who would remember that “at school, 16-36,” in- 
cludes the story of Mme. Sklodovska’s death, and the 
beginnings of granite agnosticism in the mind of the 
world’s greatest woman scientist? Who could recall that 
** Paladino, Eusapia, 224,” is a reference to the Curies’ 
dabbling in spiritualism and raises the questions in the 
mind of the reader: “‘ Is the hunger for religion in the 
heart of men and women ineradicable? ” “ If, by the bit- 
ter experiences of childhood, they reject the holy catho- 
lic faith, does the ache for the eternal demand a vent in 
other ways? ” 

The page is full of rich illustrative matter — but not 
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set out in a form easily recalled by a busy man even. 
within a few months of reading the book. If the treas- 
ure is not to be lost, it must be made accessible under 
the themes a preacher’s need would require. 

Pencil in hand, and using the blank pages at the end 
of the book, the preacher might find himself, when he 
finished the volume, with part of his index something 


like this: 

Mother: 
influence of Christian, 8 
suffering of good, 23 
brave death of, 26 
pleads son’s love, 132 


Roman Catholicism: 
abuse (and price) of Mass, 
T3 
Love: 
thwarted in expression, 8 
disappointed in, 72 f., 86 
ruled out, 117 
spurs to work, 126, 142 
creates problems, 127, 132 
mother pleads son’s, 132 
*“not an honorable senti- 
ment,” 347 
Precocity: 
pedagogues’ fear of, 9 
pedagogues’ delight in, 17 
Concentration: 
instance of great mental, 
25; ch. 56 
Nationalism: 
its influence on religion, 19 
the hate it engenders, 272 
Religion: 
made into partisan cry, 270 


Freedom: 
what its denial involves, 
423083 5 
Comfort: 
from children, 48, 266 


Education: 
the struggle for it, 55; cf. 
87 
neglect of religious, 262 
novel approach to, 263 


Sacrifice: 
for sister, 55, 72; cf. 79 
: for humanity, 198 
killed by radium, 372 


Poverty: 
what it involves, 87, 115 f. 


Gratitude: 
instance of, 114 


Protestantism: 
its relation to agnosticism, 
121; cf. 126 


Honor: 
refused, 123, 181, 216, 316 
accepted, 201, 203, 269 f., 
o74, 1277 
deferred, 229 
coveted, 299 
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Agnosticism: Work: 
its origin in sorrow, 27 spurred to by love, 126; cf. 
its development, 49 142 
respects sincere religion, 74 its comfort in sorrow, 250 
no religious rites at wed- Humility: 
ding, 135 misunderstood, 180 
its hopelessness in bereave- rags 
ages edi fe : its disadvantages, 212, 215, 
reference to Fate’s “ deci- Eset 
sions;” 268 Healing: 
its respect for life, 295 radium and cancer, 192 
shrinks from death, 365 sacrifice for, 198 
Positivism: Spiritualism: 
the attraction of, 51 scientists’ interest in, 224 


Not every man would make the same index. In the 
nature of things, one man would be struck by some in- 
cidents in the story and another by others but, with a 
latent sense of future homiletical needs, each man would 
make his own swift notes and, as the years went by, 
most of his reading would make its useful contribution 
to his store of illustrative material. There would be prac- 
tically no wastage in his reading. He would not be 
haunted in after years by the thought of the hundreds of 
books he had poured through his brain, and which had 
soaked up the hours without leaving any valuable de- 
posit that could easily be recalled. All his books would 
be awaiting his instant and ordered service. He would 
not be the sport of an erratic memory. He would not 
even be dependent on a good memory. Giving his best 
time every day to deep study and solid thinking, he 
would shape his sermon to the best of his ability and then 
squarely face the question how, by the aid of illustra- 
tion, he could carry that hard truth into the core of his 
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people’s mind. Nor would he linger long in doubt. Both 

is memory and his notes would bring whatever he 
needed swift at his bidding, and he would have a mass 
of illustrative material all at hand. 


A few further things must be said to make the 
method of indexing clear. A dot placed in the margin of 
the page saves time when turning up one’s references. 
The eye is pulled to the relevant part of the page in- 
stantly, and one can determine at a glance whether or 
not it provides the illustration one needs. 

There is, of course, no alphabetical order in the 
‘preacher’s index as it appears when written at the end of 
the book. Its order has been determined, so far, entirely 
by the reaction of the reader’s mind to the unfolding 
story. 

This index must be “ posted ” to the preacher’s chief 
index, which is in normal alphabetical order and re- 
ceives the references from every book as it is read. It is 
the key to everything in a man’s library — and more 
than his library. The contents of his commonplace book, 
carefully indexed, are “‘ posted ” here too — the things 
noticed in his travels and heard in his visitation. Always 
the key word for filing will be fixed without the needs 
of the next pressing sermon being allowed to “ pull ” the 
illustration away from the principle which it exactly il- 
lustrates. Being sure in his own mind in what segment 
of the message he will be working when that note is 
likely to serve his need, he will index it in such a fashion 
that, years after, his ordered and skillful references will 
ensure that at the right moment the telling illustration 
will present itself and say: “‘ Here am I. Use me.” 

Nor must the useful gleanings from the newspapers 
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be overlooked here. These also have their link with a 
man’s chief index. As a student of affairs and (in the 
sense in which every preacher ought to be) “‘ a man of 
the world,” the minister keeps his eye, as we have no- 
ticed, on facts concerning divorce, juvenile delinquency, 
drunkenness, housing, etc. — and all things that express 
the progress of the gospel in the life of the community. 
He is on his guard against the disposition to rave about 
“the world going to the devil” because two or three 
sad cases of immorality have come recently under his 
own eye. “ What are the facts? ” he asks. ““ What do the 
latest relevant statistics say?” A simple man with the 
facts under his hand can beat a great elemental thinker 
who has scorned to notice the relevant figures. Let him 
take these cuttings (their source and date on them) and 
file them in large envelopes labeled with the key word. 
Let him keep these envelopes in alphabetical order in a 
filing cabinet and make a reference under the same 
word in his chief index that there are pertinent news 
cuttings on the subject too. 

Not so easily filed, but still more valuable in many 
ways, are the news cuttings turned (as we have seen) to 
analogical use. They can be slipped into an envelope 
and filed, or rather more obviously kept in a news- 
cuttings book, but must be carried in either case to the 
chief index to indicate that, on that theme, there are 
“ cuttings ”’ also. 


No man will turn to these sources for the * stuff ” of 
his sermons. God forbid! His Bible, his prayers, his best 
hours of hard thinking with God will provide that. He 
will never become a mere encyclopedist, fully informed 
as to what others have believed or said, but himself in- 
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capable of an original thought. He will not be content 
with the role of a “ middleman,” ever ready to hurry 
forward with other people’s bright ideas, but strangely 
barren in them himself. 

No! These stores are for illustration; at times, per- 
haps, for the stimulation of his mind; but never, never 
(while he retains mental self-respect) a substitute for his 
own searching in the Book of God, his own brooding, 
meditation, and prayer, or the beating out, on the anvil 
of his experience, the deep truth he has learned from 
Christ and life. 

Such a man will never be caught building a sermon 
_around his illustrations any more than a builder would 
(or could) build his house around the window frames. 
Stealing a couple of illustrations, and then looking for 
a text to hang them on, is the resort, he knows, of a man 
who has sadly missed his way. He asks forgiveness if 
there be any element of vanity in the resolution, but he 
is resolved to be a workman that needs not to be 
ashamed. 

If a man uses a card index as the key to all he has, he 
can have it in strict alphabetical order, but, if he uses a 
book, strict alphabetical order is difficult because he is 
constantly adding new themes. He would be advised in 
that case to break up each letter in the alphabet into five 
columns according to which of the five vowels stands 
first in the word he is handling, and facility in reference 
can be quickened that way. 

Some men catalogue their books, giving each of them 
a number, and any “ postings” from the volume are 
simplified that way. The number of the book, followed 
by the number of the page on which the reference 
appears, is all that is necessary: e.g., 397/62. If a stu- 
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dent works with an interleaved Bible, and finds it easier 
to relate his illustrations to texts rather than to subjects, 
he can “ post ” his references direct to the Bible itself. 
Or, if this kind of routine work does not fret him very 
much, he could employ both methods, subject and tex- 
tual too. 


But systems of indexing vary and a man must find 
out the methods which suit him best. 

The method here suggested covers, in a simple way, 
the five sources of illustrations which we have distin- 
guished. A man can reach for what he wants in the 
Bible by his memory and his concordance. The fruits of 
his Observation and Pastoral Work will go into his com- 
monplace book. The garnerings of his General Reading 
will be gathered up by his preacher’s indexes. The News- 
paper yield will be filed in large envelopes and kept in 
alphabetical order in a filing cabinet. The whole thing is 
locked together in a central index which can be either a 
book, or a set of loose cards, and is the key to all he has. 

If it seems a little involved to explain, it is simple to 
work. Nobody with office experience will need the ex- 
planation. Many of the tasks are routine and can be 
delegated. A hard-working minister is not without peo- 
ple who are willing to save his time. 

The extremes to avoid in indexing are, first, such a 
lack of system that one cannot find quickly all that one 
has on a given theme; secondly, such intricacy of sys- 
tem (with networks of cross references) that it takes 
all one’s time to keep the system going, and ceases to be 
just a matter of moments in a busy man’s day. 

A system approximating to the system set out above 
will have both simplicity and accessibility. It may seem 
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a lot of trouble to people who only preach to the same 
congregation occasionally, and who can rub along with 
what they borrow, or stumble on by accident. It will 
have no interest, either, for those who live on the ser- 
mons made for another congregation years ago. But 
men who face the same expectant people twice a Sun- 
day, and for more than forty Sundays in the year; or 
who, though not under so great a demand as that, are 
determined to grind their own bit of corn — all these 
must work with method and order, and be quite certain 
that the good things they have gathered are all “on 
call.” 


V 
Quotations: Prose and Verse 


Nor all quotations in sermons are illustrations — not 
many are. They are called in usually to assist the argu- 
ment more than to illustrate it, but because some of 
them are in the nature of illustrations, and because the 
broad question of quotations is related to our theme, 
it is important that we deal with it in this little volume, 
and it is convenient to deal with it now. 

Some preachers make very free use of quotations — 
but not the greatest preachers. A sermon is distinct from 
a university thesis, or an academic examination of an old 
doctrine. Theological research, undertaken largely for 
scholars, invariably involves a man in extensive quota- 
tions. It is important that he make clear how his own 
contribution is related to that of his predecessors in this 
same field of study. 

But preaching — the glad, clear proclamation of the 
grace of God to sinful men and women — is not to be 
confused with an academic thesis, or a treatise for the 
erudite. The preacher is commissioned to tell plain peo- 
ple in plain words the things that belong to their peace. 
It may be said quite definitely that no great sermon was 
ever a mosaic of quotations. 

Quotations from the Bible are in a category by them- 
selves. The Bible has an authority which no other vol- 
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ume can parallel or approach. The apposite, exact, and 
pertinent quotation of Scripture is a delight in any 
preacher but even here — if a man is careful to see that 
his quotations are apposite and pertinent to the particu- 
lar theme he has in mind — they will not overweigh his 
own exposition of the text. It will be Ais message, given 
(with God’s help) in Ais way, and, as succeeding stages 
in his theme are reached, an apt quotation from the 
Bible can hammer the truth home. But he must be sure 
that the citation is demanded. The Scriptures are not to 
be abused by loose and irrelevant quotation. 


The difficulty arises in a more perplexing form when 
we deal with quotations other than those taken from 
the Bible. Power in preaching depends, in large part, on 
the ability of the preacher to make intimate and vital 
contact with every member of the congregation. He 
begins to do business with the people when, in the felt 
presence of God, he can lean over the pulpit and make 
each individual feel, “ He is speaking to me.” Quotations 
have a way of getting in between that “you and me” 
relationship. If they are so long that they have to be read, 
the very paper gets in the way as well. They are like in- 
truders at a personal and private conference. Unless it is 
clearly important that they come in, they are best kept 
out. 

Quotations, moreover, unless they are used with re- 
straint, often leave the impression that a man has not 
been fully grasped by his subject. When a man is hot 
about his theme, and telling his hearers what it is most 
important and urgent that they should hear, he does not 
reach around for what other people have said, it pours 
out in his own words — improvable, no doubt, in grace 
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of expression by a master of style — but, nevertheless, 
in clear and direct words which have the stamp of his 
own conviction upon them. 

Consequently, we might frame this rule: quote spar- 
ingly. Use dictionaries of quotations only to confirm 
your own recollections and never to pick out a few 
gems of thought to stud your sermons. Catechize every- 
thing you are inclined to quote with stringency: “ Do 
I need the help of that great name?” “Is that said so 
superbly well that I cannot hope to say it nearly as well 
in my own way?” “ Does it impress me enough to re- 
member it? Or is it so important that I must have it, 
even though I must have paper also to say what he 
said? ” 

It is not to be denied that to people with some width 
of reading there is a certain pleasure in literary allusive- 
ness in preaching. Granted that the quotations are not 
too unfamiliar, need no introduction, and “‘ swim ” into 
a man’s own style easily, they are picked up with de- 
light. 

Here are three examples taken from the same ser- 
mon.” The subject (based on John 4:35) was that ‘* the 
youngest child, the most illiterate peasant, the most 
abandoned sinner, the most benighted pagan ” has apti- 
tude and hunger for religion. In different parts of the 
exposition we find this: 


“ Little children cannot understand theology; but they can 
enjoy religion. They do not understand entomology, yet they 
admire a butterfly; they know little of botany, yet they love 
the daisy; they are ignorant of optics, yet their heart leaps up 
when they behold a rainbow in the sky. 


24 W. L. Watkinson, The Blind Spot, pp. 86 f., 92, 96. 
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“We think of a skeptic as of something inhuman, but it is 
not so. His skepticism is not his deepest self. He has a reli- 
gious self of which he cannot get rid by an intellectual deci- 
sion. ‘ Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, 
dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Fed with the same 
food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, 
healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same 
_ winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we 
not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if you poison us, 
do we not die?’ Is not the atheist also of the same flesh and 
blood? Hath not an atheist eyes to look out on this wondrous 
universe? Hath he not spiritual instincts and longings not 
easily denied, strange thoughts he cannot suppress, arguments 
within himself he cannot answer? Hath he not senses, pas- 
‘sions, affections saturated with the supernatural? Whilst you 
sometimes doubt your belief, is not the atheist compelled to 
doubt his doubts? 


“The New Testament represents the Church as a reaper, 
not as a sower; Christ is the Sower. He moves in his Spirit 
among the million, scattering living germs in the red furrows 
of human hearts, and the Church is to follow reaping where 
it has not sown, gathering where it has not strawed.” 


We need not feel any objection to this. The sheer 
naturalness of it carries the thing through effectively 
and usefully. The only harm would arise in this kind of 
quoting if a man strained after it; left his hearers feel- 
ing that the “bits” had been fitted in and had the 
* joints ” all showing; if he confused an essay with a 
sermon and blasphemously implied by his labored liter- 
ary garnishings that preaching was a superior form of 
entertainment. 


It is when a preacher is offering an opinion upon a 
subject that is likely to create controversy in the minds 
of his hearers that a pertinent quotation in his own sup- 
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port is most useful. Even then, to be fully effective, it 
needs to be quoted under a great name. The question 
has still to be argued, but clearly the matter has been 
well raised. The initial objection to the preacher’s un- 
usual opinion is countered by the proof that it is not his 
opinion alone. It was the opinion also, it seems, of Au- 
gustine, or Aquinas, or Calvin, or Law. Careful scrutiny 
is obviously called for. 

Hardly less effective is the use of quotation when it is 
linked with the name of a man who, according to the 
common idea of him, would never have been expected 
to express himself in that particular way. Wesley’s de- 
pendence on Luther is well known; Wesley’s independ- 
ence and criticism of Luther can still startle the unin- 
formed. He said of Luther’s commentary on the Epistle 
to the Galatians: 


**T was utterly ashamed. How have I esteemed this book, 
only because I heard it so commended by others; or, at best, 
because I had read some excellent sentences occasionally 
quoted from it! But what shall I say, now I judge for myself, 
now I see with my own eyes? . . . How blasphemously does 
he speak of good works and of the law of God — constantly 
coupling the law with sin, death, hell, or the devil; and teach- 
ing that Christ delivers us from them all alike. Whereas it 
can no more be proved by Scripture that Christ delivers us 
from the law of God than that he delivers us from holiness 
or from heaven. Here (I apprehend) is the real spring of the 
grand error of the Moravians. They follow Luther, for better, 
for Worse. Hence their ‘No works; no law; no command- 
ments.’ ” 


I remember the astonishment of a Lutheran pastor in 

Oxford brought face to face with that quotation. When 

he was made to see that it was not uttered in an un- 
25 Journal, Il, p. 467. 
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guarded hour in Wesley’s life, but was the natural ex- 
pression of the mind of a man who much admired the 
ante-Nicene Fathers, and who was never a slavish imita- 
tor of his great predecessor in the Evangelical Succession, 
it gave him a new understanding of one whom he fool- 
ne supposed might have been a Lutheran pastor him- 
self. 


In turning from prose quotations to verse, it is inter- 
esting to inquire if there is more to be said for quotations 
in sermons from poetry than from prose, or vice versa. 

My own opinion can be expressed quite simply. In 
sermons — and sermons are not essays — poetic quota- 
tions should be used as sparingly as prose quotations, 
especially when they run beyond two or three lines. I am 
not including hymns in this counsel of restraint. Hymns 
are in a different category, and perhaps the considera- 
tion of what distinguishes a hymn from what is nor- 
mally regarded as great poetry would bring us swiftly to 
the heart of what I have in mind. 

The words of a hymn may, or may not, be regarded 
as good poetry. They are usually expected to scan and 
to rhyme, but sometimes they do not do that, and often, 
from any high poetic standard, they do no more. Great 
poets, even when they have been great Christians, have 
never been great hymn writers. 

In the hymnbook I know best, containing nearly one 
thousand hymns, only seventeen of the authors have any 
reputation as poets apart from hymnology, and less than 
a third of this number would be placed in the front 
rank. What constitutes a “ great ” poet is still a matter 
of dispute and opinion, but less than forty of the one 
thousand hymns come from the pens of men normally 
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classified as ‘t major ” poets, and who might be expected, 
therefore, to produce them. Whether the supreme fig- 
ures in hymnology —and one in particular — should 
not be accorded a place among our great poets, for their 
contributions in this realm alone, is a provoking question 
which we must not pursue now. 

Why are our great poets, even when they are con- 
vinced Christians, not among our great hymn writers? 

The whole answer to that question would be a long 
one and not relevant to our main purpose. Some people 
would dismiss it abruptly by saying that few of our 
great poets were orthodox believers, and few had the 
spiritual discernment that the writing of hymns requires. 
But that is not the whole answer to the question. It is 
another part of the answer that is relevant now. Great 
poets are not normally simple and direct enough in ex- 
pression. The poet, taking wing into realms of daring 
thought, outsoars the needs and natural expression of 
the majority of people who compose a typical congrega- 
tion anywhere. In contriteness, and simplicity, and hu- 


mility, the people come to church and to God and, when 
they say, 


*** What language shall I borrow 
To thank Thee, dearest Friend?’ ” 


they are really reaching for language which — however 
much it soars in spiritual yearning — remains simple 
and swiftly understood.*® 

Most rich verse like most good music must make a 
“* path ” in the brain before full appreciation rises. Hear- 
ing it for the first time, one does not quite get it. By 


*° Cf. F. J. Gillman, The Evolution of the English Hymn, pp. 
258, 269. 
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repetition it becomes familiar — with something more 
to give on every repetition — and slowly one claims the 
treasure as one’s own. . 

_ When poetry is given to people in a sermon — poetry 
they may be hearing for the first time (however famil- 
jar it may be to the man who is quoting it) — it is fatal 
to the preacher’s purpose if the people do not get it. At 
the best (in such circumstances) he has lost power and 
pace, and, at the worst, their minds go off at a tangent, 
and it may take a very cunning illustration to pull them 


When a preacher is himself fond of verse, it is asking a 
great deal of him to resist the habit of frequent and fit- 
ting quotation (“ You know that sonorous thing in 
Milton and that fine passage from Browning’s ‘ Sor- 
dello’ ...”). 

Nevertheless, he must be asked! At least, he must be 


members of his congregation must not be forgotten — 
and, of course, they must not — the preacher must re- 
member that life has not left much time for poetry to 
the majority of the people he faces and who have been so 
busy struggling for the bread of this life that they have 
not had much time for life’s refinements. That is no rea- 
son why they should not hear good verse, wisely chosen, 
now and then, but preaching is an urgent and solemn 
business and (in the view of the writer) leaves little 
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room for the merely decorative. 

It would ill befit me to judge of the motives of other 
men, but when I have heard one graceful (and unusual) 
poetic quotation follow another — and another — all 
through a sermon, I have wondered whether it was a 
half-unconscious display of the width of a man’s read- 
ing. I have thrust the thought from me as being an un- 
worthy one, but what I could not thrust from me was 
the conviction that it impeded rather than quickened 
any movement of thought the sermon possessed, and left 
the irreverent youths in the congregation saying under 
their breath, ‘‘ So what? ” 


Yet, there are sublime moments in preaching when the 
right poetic quotation can do what no prose can achieve. 
None who heard him forgot Alexander Whyte preach- 
ing on our Lord in the Garden, and especially his men- 
tion of the seamless robe: 


** What a coat was that for which the soldiers cast their 
lots! It was without seam, but — all the niter and soap they 
could wash it with — the blood of the Garden and of the pil- 
lar was so marked upon it that it would not come out of it. 
What became, I wonder, of that ‘ dyed’ garment? and all that 
‘red apparel ’? 


““* Tf you have tears, prepare to shed them now. 
You all do know this mantle; I remember 
The first time ever Czsar put it on. 
*T was on a summer’s evening, in his tent, 
That day he overcame the Nervii. 
Look, in this place ran Cassius’ dagger through; 
See what a rent the envious Casca made; 
Through this the well-beloved Brutus stabb’d, 
And as he pluck’d his cursed steel away, 
Mark how the blood of Czsar followed it, . .. 

Then burst his mighty heart; 
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And, in his mantle muffling up his face, 

Even at the base of Pompey’s statué, 

Which all the while ran blood, great Cesar fell. 
O, what a fall was there, my countrymen! ... 
Now let it work.’ 


““ And as Peter preached on the day of Pentecost, he lifted 
up the seamless robe he knew so well, and, spreading it out in 
all its rents and all its blood spots, he charged his hearers, and 
said, ‘ Him ye have taken, and by wicked hands have crucified 
and slain.’ ” ** 


Notice that there was no introduction to this. Out it 
came! daring, arresting, moving, and all the more power- 
ful because most people have studied Julius Caesar at 
some time or other, and the quotation — without being 
in any way hackneyed — had already its own “ path” 
in the brain. 

Quotations from hymns avoid the difficulties we have 
stressed in the deeper poetry. They are judged by the 
right authorities of the Church to be the best as hymns: 
they are simple, direct, and always, at least, vaguely 
familiar. The apt quotation of a couplet from the hymn- 
book can be very telling as any preacher knows. He 
might know something even better (for himself) in 
Paradise Lost, but it will be counted as a virtue if he sets 
aside what might be obscure to his hearers in favor of 
a verse his people will grasp more eagerly, and the sub- 
sequent singing of which will mean something that it 
has not meant before. 

The habit into which a few men get of always finish- 
ing a sermon with a verse of a hymn is best broken. The 
people know that he is breasting the tape when he spurts 
to a rising inflection and begins to declaim the selected 
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verse. It would be well to break the habit if only because 
it is expected. “A new way is better than an old way 
even when it is only just as good.” 

It ought to be unnecessary to add that when a man 
quotes, he ought to quote with accuracy. But frequent 
public misquotations prove that the remainder is still 
called for. It irritates the people who know and (if fre- 
quently done) undermines their respect for the minis- 
ter’s mentality. 

That is a risk which no preacher can afford to run. 


VI 
Mistakes Commonly Made 


More than once during our study of the art of sermon 
illustration we have noticed in passing certain pitfalls 
that beset the feet of the unwary. It would be well if we 
glanced at some of them again, and then took the closest 
heed of others, still more important, which have not 
claimed our attention at all. 


(a) We have rejected the idea that illustrations are 
ever legitimately used as decorations. We have not found 
it possible to reconcile the solemn, urgent business of 
proclaiming the grace of God to dying men and women 
with the practice of “ decorating ” what one has to say. 
At certain seaside resorts the effort is made by enter- 
prising councils to make the promenade more attractive 
to visitors by lacing the trees and lamp standards with 
colored electric bulbs. They give only a minimum of 
light but they are thought to make the place more beau- 
tiful and to add to the gaiety of holiday crowds. 

Illustrations in sermons should never be used like that. 
They are meant to be arc lamps. If they are beautiful in 
themselves, that is fortunate and pleasing, but their pur- 
pose is severely utilitarian. They are there to throw a 
flood of light upon the road. Consequently, no man will 
ever tell a tale in the pulpit for itself alone. Time enough 
for his gifts as a raconteur on less solemn occasions, but 

IO1 
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he is standing now between God and men, and however 
much he may be on guard against magnifying himself, 
he must never fail to magnify his office. No prophet was 
ever taken seriously who did not himself feel the awe- 
fulness of his calling. A dilettante in a pulpit is repug- 
nant. 

(b) We have rejected the idea also that a serious 
preacher will ever build his sermons around his illustra- 
tions. It is not improbable that, now and then, as a man 
broods on an illustration that has leaped upon him from 
life, that the truth it expresses will take firm hold on his 
mind and send him pondering to the Book of God. It 
is not unlikely that, as he thinks deeper and deeper upon 
it, some text or aspect of the subject will demand to be 
preached upon, and the illustration fall into its natural 
place. But any tendency to reverse that process must be 
resisted. The truth must grip him in itself and demand 
to be expressed; the illustration, if it can, will serve that 
major purpose. 

(c) We have noticed also that illustrations which 
need explaining are hardly illustrations at all. A church 
is not a lecture hall, nor a pulpit a professorial chair. 
Time was when the clergy were the only teachers of the 
people on most subjects, and a case might have been 
made out in those ages for a wider latitude in general 
instruction than can be allowed in the pulpit now. If a 
man, in an effort to make the truth of God clear to peo- 
ple, chooses illustrations so obscure that they eat up his 
moments in explaining what they mean, he cannot pos- 
sibly be regarded as making the best use of his time. 

(d) Nor have we found it possible easily to excuse 
men who feel the importance of illustration and yet seem 
not to make an effort to achieve variety in it. The 
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preacher who always illustrates from his own hobby, or 
favorite author, or particular academic or ecclesiastical 
interest, becomes a bore. 

He is not less of a bore though his interest be the very 
highest, and though he undoubtedly carries specialized 
knowledge about it. The man who was once a missionary 
in Burma and cannot, alas! open his mouth in public on 
any aspect of the wide Christian gospel without getting 
back to Burma, would be shocked if he knew how much 
his regular hearers hate the sound of the place. The 
preacher who has been fortunate enough to make a tour 
of the Holy Land but is now, it seems, incapable of men- 
tioning any place from Dan to Beersheba without telling 
the congregation (what they painfully know already!) 
that he has been there, is hardly better than a golf or 
angling bore. Indeed, he is worse! He makes holy things 
distasteful. 

(e) Nor have we overlooked the peril of mixed meta- 
phors. If figures of speech are illustrations in miniature, 
it is important to keep the picture clear, and the most 
practiced public speakers are all capable of a sideslip 
here. Indeed, it is easily possible to become pedantic 
about mixed metaphors and to forget that the English 
language is almost a graveyard of faded figures of speech. 
Most of us, for instance, use the word “‘ undermine ” as 
synonymous with “attack,” and a man who examined 
our sermon to see if, having used the word “‘ undermine ” 
in the early part of the paragraph, we were careful to 
preserve the mining metaphor to the end, would be both 
a pedant and a pest. 

That degree of finesse is not asked for, but glaring 
mixed metaphors we must avoid. 

Even the greatest err here. Shakespeare said: 
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**O, I die, Horatio; 
The potent poison quite o’er-crows my spirit. 


He said also: 


** No, let the candied tongue lick absurd pomp, 
And crook the pregnant hinges of the knee.” ” 


33 28 


It is impossible to feel that the keenest hearers at the 
Globe Theatre were not jolted by figures as strangely 
mixed as these, and to jolt people in this wrong way 
when one is trying to persuade them is foolish in a 
preacher and a playwright as well. 

Something much more severe than a jolt, however, 
was administered to Sir James Sexton, “the dockers’ 
M.P.,” by the peroration of his chairman at a meeting 


Sir James had promised to address in the town of Hyde 
in Cheshire: 


** Comrades, list to the clarion call! The plank of progress 
is now ripe for plucking. Soon shall we see the Socialist ava- 
lanche descending from the mountaintops and, with its mailed 
fist, crushing beneath its iron heel the ca-pit-a-list snake in 
the grass which is barring the progress of the floodgates of 
democracy from walking hand in hand with the British lion 
over the rich fields of prosperity from which we draw the 
sweet milk of iron, coal, and cotton.” *° 


The power of that unhappy example will serve to re- 
mind us that illustrations — even in miniature — have 
their perils and none can ignore them with cheerfulness. 

(f) If, to these other reminders, we add the danger 
already noted of looking upon preaching as a form of 
self-display, and seizing the fugitive moments in the 


28 Hamlet, v, 2. 
29 Hamlet, iii, 2. 
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pulpit to demonstrate the width of our reading and 
learning, we shall be on our guard against all the more 
obvious dangers and can turn to the consideration of 
other perils that have not come under our survey in these 
pages so far. 


1. Don’t confuse illustration and argument 


Such a dictum has only to be stated to win its willing 
reception into any ordered mind. Obviously, illustration 
and argument are not the same thing. 

But they are often confused. The Greeks were aware 
of the danger, and not a few philosophers have com- 
mented on it since, notably Locke. The transposition is 
not difficult to make. Grant that a man is carried away 
by his subject, deceives himself first and is facing an un- 
critical congregation, and the damage is done before he 
is fully aware of what has happened. The illustration is 
accepted as the argument in his own mind, and in the 
minds of many of his hearers. 

But not all! His keenest hearers will notice the sub- 
stitution. If they are convinced that the preacher has 
deceived himself, they will judge him to be morally 
blameless only by losing respect for his reasoning powers. 

It is a high price for a preacher to pay. Men with the 
best case in the world to set out should shudder at the 
thought of losing the respect of those who (in some 
ways) they are most eager to win. 


2. Don’t make a rule that each sermon must contain a 
given number of illustrations, and don’t illustrate 
the obvious 

If the subservient place of illustration is always borne 
in mind and if the preacher never forgets that its whole 
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purpose is to illustrate the truth and carry it into his 
hearers’ minds, he is not likely to forget that illustration 
is only demanded by what is obscure and possibly also by 
points that are quite unimpressive unless they are made 
to live by vivid incident. 

Illustrating the obvious is a waste of time and a source 
of annoyance to a congregation. 

It must be remembered, of course, that what is ob- 
vious to one person may not be obvious to others and ob- 
vious things are sometimes strangely overlooked. Con- 
gregations vary — and individuals vary within them. A 
preacher keeps his eye on the charwoman as well as on 
the schoolmaster. 

But intelligent people are intelligent enough to realize 
when a man is gathering up the slower members of his 
flock with an illustration he knows to be necessary for 
them, and will wait not impatiently for the argument 
to proceed. It is when a man offers an illustration that 
nobody needs, and not only offers it but holds on to the 
puerile thing, that a congregation feels intellectually 
insulted. 

I remember the wrath of a working woman who had 
listened to the curate preach. Padding out a point al- 
ready plain (and not worth making in the first place, 
she thought) , he had gone on to say: 


“ Now let me take an illustration from a pair of scales. . . . 
N sti you all know what scales are. Scales are things we weigh 
Pitta oasis 


Her droll mimicry of the curate’s unctuous manner and 
his fade-out voice remains with me still. So does her 
stinging scorn! 
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3. Don’t labor the moral 


We have laid it down as a rule that an illustration can- 
not be a good illustration if it needs to have its point 
labored. Even children have long since rebelled against 
sententious moralizing. They become restless the mo- 
ment the unskillful speaker begins “ applying ” his tale. 

We have pointed out that with the exceptions of the 
parable of the Sower, and the Wheat and the Tares, 
Jesus never applied his parables — and even then he did 
so only at the disciples’ request. 

He said, “‘ He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” ** 

That was all! It was all there, if you had a modicum 
of spiritual discernment to take it: tale and truth to- 
gether. 

This is not to say that a man may not give the point 
of his illustration a couple of hammer strokes when he 
has made it. Indeed, he would be wise to do so. But only 
a half-wit would confuse that with moralizing and it 
should be done with clean, chiseled phrases which can be 
driven swiftly and sharply in. 

Nor must it be forgotten that, however skillfully and 
earnestly the truth is presented and illustrated, there will 
be people so inattentive to what is said, or so limited in 
their apprehension, that they will not grasp the point so 
plainly made and even infer the precise opposite from 
what is intended. A friend of mine, preaching with great 
clarity and skill on the text, “Ephraim is joined to 
idols,” *? was startled, in being thanked afterward, to 
discover that he was being appreciated for the wrong 
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thing. “ That’s what I say,” said the enthusiastic wor- 
shiper. ‘ Leave them with their idols. I never did believe 
in foreign missions myself.” 

All preachers run that risk. Their aim must be, how- 
ever, to reduce it to a minimum; to preach with such 
plainness that even the slow of understanding are car- 
ried along and if, having done their utmost, they still 
fail, it may comfort them to remember that the divine 
Son of God did not always succeed in lodging the truth 
in people’s minds. - 


4. Don’t forget the facts 


It is one of the complaints of purists who object to 
the use of anecdotes in preaching that so often the story 
that is related is false, sometimes in whole and sometimes 
in part. “It is almost a form of fable,” they say. “It is 
a piece of fiction made to serve a homiletical need but 
told as though it were actually true.” 

Nor is this denied by all the preachers who employ 
the anecdote. Some frankly make them up, treating 
them almost as parables, and feeling no more guilt about 
it than Dickens would have felt if he had been accused 
of inventing the incidents set out in Oliver Twist. 

Even among the men who would hesitate to invent 
moral tales (and tell them as if they were true), it is not 
unusual to “ embroider ” or “ improve ” a true story, to 
say, not what the man said but what he ought to have 
said, and to retouch the incident in such a way that in its 
final form it bears only a dim resemblance to the facts. 

What are we to say about these devices? Can they be 
excused in men who claim to be ministers of the Word 
of truth? 

I do not think that they can be excused. One can al- 
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low a wide and legitimate margin to a man in the man- 
ner in which he relates an incident (and no small part 
of the storyteller’s art lies here), but one must still in- 
sist with any preacher that he keep (so far as he knows 
them) to the facts. Few things tend to undermine the 
respect for the pulpit in the pew than the suspicion that 
the preacher is careless in his handling of truth. 

If a man needs a picture to portray his point, and has 
no clear and factual instance that he can offer to the 
people, let him invent by all means — but let it be clear 
that it is the fruit of his imagination and makes no claim 
to relate something that actually occurred. The device 
. is quite simple. Its invented character needs not to be 
labored. A simple prefatory phrase is enough: “I see it 
like this. Suppose . . .” Or, “I picture it to myself in 
this way.” The people enter into the spirit of the illustra- 
tion quite easily. Their minds march right on with the 
preacher. In the time of our Lord there was probably no 
risk of misunderstanding the nature of the parable. It 
seems that the invented story was common form with 
the rabbis then. : 

One of the commonest dishonesties in the pulpit and 
on the platform is the relation of an incident that hap- 
pened to somebody else (if it ever happened at all) as 
though it happened to the speaker. The assumption, I 
suppose, which lies behind this deception, is that the 
point would lack pith unless it were told in the first per- 
son. But a man who does this often soon forfeits the 
respect of his hearers and occasionally exposes himself to 
a public humiliation as well. A few years ago, at a reli- 
gious conference, a well-known preacher evoked a storm 
of laughter by telling a good story as illustrative of his 
point. The story was received even better than he ex- 
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pected. As the laughter rolled toward the platform, in 
wave after wave, his expression seemed to say, “ Well, I 
knew that that was a good story, but I didn’t think it 
was as good as that.” 

He was sublimely unaware that the same story had 
been told earlier in the evening by a speaker who had 
addressed the meeting before he, himself, had arrived, 
and who was sitting near him on the platform sharing 
his embarrassment at the prolonged mirth. Mr. A had 
told it of Mr. A; Mr. B had told it of Mr. B. The con- 
clusion to which some of their questioners came after- 
ward was that it had not happened to either of them. It 
is not possible to remain entirely at ease when you find 
an audience laughing at you and not at your story. Peo- 
ple do not laugh aloud in church when a preacher errs 
in this way but something dies in them: all trust in the 
man who came ostensibly to show them the way to 
heaven. 

We have already argued that the anecdote has its 
minor place in the pulpit, but the rule with anecdotes, 
as with all other illustrations that claim to have hap- 
pened, is plainly this: keep to the facts. 


5. Don’t glorify yourself 


All progress is progress in humility, and there are few 
spectacles more sad than that of a preacher unconsciously 
advertising in the pulpit his failure in this lovely grace. 

It comes out in subtle ways. He may refer to a distin- 
guished person whom he has met once or twice as “‘ my 
friend.” His manner of relating a story has a way of 
shedding light upon himself (more than he knows!!). 
“T was once addressing a great congregation in. . .” 
“In desperation, hardly knowing what to do, he turned 
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to me .. .” “I was hurrying along, in an endeavor to 
keep my rule of fifteen pastoral calls in an afternoon, 
when .. .” 

Just overtones! And all true, no doubt! But what 
chronic condition of vanity is it that casts statements 
into these molds and adds unnecessary words and clauses 
to set the self in a pleasing light? 

Let the preacher be on his guard against this. Let him 
remember that it can grow on a man, and blind him as 
it grows, so that he is not only unaware of it himself but 
would even impute a nasty mind to those who notice 
the innuendos to regret them. Let him remember the 
. wider implications of that deep word of James Denney: 
“You can’t in preaching produce at the same time the 
impression that you are clever and that Christ is wonder- 


ful.” 


Our people are often more spiritually sensitive than 
we know. They have a fairly shrewd idea whether or 
not their minister is “ thick with God.” They notice the 
subtle self-display of such phrases as we have quoted 
above and which (when it is a feature of a man’s preach- 
ing) they cannot help deploring. And they know also 
when their minister is nigh to being a saint and wears 
the robe of real humility (though always as an under- 
garment) and from him they will take the occasional 
full disclosures of his heart without any sense of impro- 
priety and with no false inference concerning its pur- 


se. 
The people of Free St. George’s knew the worth of 
Alexander Whyte. They knew too his humbling hu- 
mility. They knew that he thought himself “ the worst 
man in Edinburgh,” and they knew his sincere belief 
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that if his people could see into his heart they would 
** spit in his face.” 

When Alexander Whyte gave an illustration in which 
he figured largely himself, nobody inwardly accused him 
of self-glorification. His intense spirituality secured him 
from that. 

Hear him expounding, “‘ And for their sakes I sanctify 
myself.” ** Listen while he pleads with his people to in- 
tercede for “‘ some child or some other relation; some old 
schoolfellow or college friend; some partner in busi- 
ness; of some companion in sin ”: 


*T cannot tell you the terrible shock a case of that kind 
gave to myself last week. There is a man still in this life I had 
neglected to pray for, for a long time past. Days and weeks — 
and I never once mentioned his name. I used to sanctify my- 
self for his sake, but daily self-denial is uphill work with me, 
and I had insensibly slipped out of it. But, as God would have 
it, a letter came into my hands last week that called back my 
present text to my mind. I may not tell you all that was in 
that letter, but the very postmark made my heart to stand 
still. And as I opened the letter and read it — Shall I tell you 
what I felt? I felt as if I had murdered my old friend. I felt 
as if he had been drowned, while, all the time, I had refused 
to throw him the rope that was in my hand. I felt his blood 
burning like vitriol on my soul. And a voice cried after me 
on the street, and would not be silent even in my sleep, ‘ Thou 
art the man!’ I could get no rest till I had resolved, and had 
begun to sanctify myself again unto importunate prayer for 
his sake. To deny myself, to watch unto prayer, and to take 
his name, night and day, back to God. ‘I cannot let Thee 
go unless thou dost save that man; if he is lost, how can my 
name be found in thy Book? ’? How I will persevere and suc- 
ceed, in my future sanctification for his sake, I cannot tell. 
The event alone will tell! At any rate, I have preached this 
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sermon this morning out of my own heartsore experience, as 
well as out of this great intercessory text.” ** 


But one must be “‘ far-ben ” (as the Scots would say) 
to do that. Such a word only reverberates from beneath 
the sounding board of a holy life. And when it does, it 
is unforgettable. 


6. Don’t neglect the setting of the illustration 


We have had frequent need in these pages to mention 
the importance in illustrations of the “ mount.” It is, 
indeed, nearly as important as the illustration itself. 

There is usually an exact position for any particular 
' illustration in the development of a sermon. The posi- 
tion varies, of course, with the illustration and with the 
sermon, but any man with a sense of sequence, and a 
“ feel ” for an illustration, knows to a nicety where it 
must come. 

The illustration will have its full power only in that 
position. Used too soon, it is half thrown away; deferred, 
it arrives like a laggard, and is felt to be redundant. 

If a man has no sense of time in regard to these things, 
it would be hard to teach it, but a hint or two can be 
given. 

A sermon may begin with an illustration if the illus- 
tration pictures the problem, and brings it into quick 
focus, for the early part of the sermon must be normally 
concerned about that. It is raising the question. If the 
sermon belongs to any of the sermonic forms that argue 
a case, the case must be set out with some swiftness and 
(if the sermon is to have balance) with such economy 
of time that the preacher is not compelled to break off 
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when the problem has been clearly set out in all its awk- 
wardness, but with no time left to clear it up. 

The more natural and necessary place for the illustra- 
tion is when the case is stated, and is proving perplexing, 
and when the honest preacher compels his hearers to 
look squarely at the God-denying look of things (as 
seen from this angle) and when the mental darkness 
thickens all around. “* How do we get out of this? ” is 
written all over the people’s faces. 

Now, let the preacher begin his answer. There is no 
obvious reply to a problem so deep. The cleanest, plain- 
est, most-Saxon prose he can command is not equal to 
making his meaning clear to all his hearers while it re- 
mains pure exposition. He needs an illustration. While 
the perplexity is still deep but some glimmering appre- 
hension of God’s answer is beginning to appear, he 
reaches for the analogy he needs and the light shoots out 
like a single searchlight suddenly switched on in a pitch- 
black night. This is the position for the illustration. 
Here! Just here! Any light shines brighter ‘‘ amid th’ 
encircling gloom.” The ugly facts have been faced — 
and outfaced! Gleaming in that analogy is the answer. 
Preacher and congregation move forward together. 

When the moment has come for the illustration, give 
it. To parley then is to lose pace. To give notice that you 
are going to illustrate is foolish. Turn the light on! 

Who has not heard a wearisome preacher ambling 
forward with phrases like these? ‘‘ I heard the other day 
of a story that I think might illustrate this point, and 
which I would now like to pass on to you. You may 
judge yourself whether or not it does, indeed, illustrate 
what I want to say .. .” 

Bah! He is nearly as boring as Thackeray who, in 
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some of his books, can hardly get a character on the way 
without explaining why he chose this character and not 
that! *° Leave such fumbling to the novelist, if he can- 
not take firmer grip of his work than that, but let the 
preacher move forward without breathlessness but with 
deliberate speed. Half an hour to wake the dead! The 
urgency and overwhelming importance of it all must 
make him, like King Alfred, a “noble miser of his 
time” from whom unnecessary patter ‘no moment 
steals.” 

All the preface a normal illustration requires is this: 
* Let me illustrate! ” Be glad when it does not even re- 
- quire that. 


7. Don’t use illustrations that steal attention from the 
sermon theme 

Odd as it may seem, some illustrations — some good 
illustrations — must be jettisoned by any man who 
would be a master of this craft. 

It is possible for an illustration to be too interesting, 
and too interesting i itself. The perfect illustration does 
its work, and exhausts itself in so doing. The thought of 
the congregation is concentrated on the sermon theme. 
The illustration is merely a lamppost. One does not want 
to embrace it, or study it as a work of art. One is grate- 
ful for the light it sheds, and travels on. 

If an illustration almost compels interest in side issues, 
and leaves the congregation dawdling on mental by- 
paths, it has defeated its own end. To judge whether or 
not a particular illustration is likely to do that for any 
number of people in the congregation is not simple, and 
people vary, of course, in the ease with which their 
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minds can be diverted. But the skillful illustrator recog- 
nizes the danger and uses no illustration, and no more of 
an illustration than his practical purpose requires. 

One of the commonest ways in which attention can 
be diverted from a sermon theme is to employ as an il- 
lustration a story or an incident which, however true 
it may be, sounds untrue. To leave a congregation feel- 
ing, “ That is a tall one! ” is fatal to a preacher’s pur- 
pose. 

I was preaching one Christmas morning on the birth 
of our Lord. I wanted to make the familiar point (by 
way of beginning) that many people were so absorbed 
in the celebrations of Christmas that they forgot what it 
was they were celebrating. I began with an illustration: 


**T remember being invited to a party held to celebrate a 
wedding. I arrived late and I knew nobody there but the 
friend who had invited me, and my part in the proceedings 
was little more than that of a spectator. Everybody seemed to 
be in high spirits. They danced and shouted and sang and 
laughed and played games, and indulged in heaps of harmless 
fun. They flung streamers across the hall, they chased after 
air balls, they pranced about in paper caps, they visited the 
sideboard for drinks, and young and old alike were reduced to 
a state of childish gaiety. 

“* Presently I noticed a young lady sitting in a corner alone. 
She seemed very happy, and smiled pleasantly when I caught 
her eye, but I thought she seemed a bit neglected, and I 
ies 8 9 to my friend, ‘ Who’s the young lady in the cor- 
ner?’ 

“© Don’t you know?” he said, somewhat startled. ‘I must 
introduce you. That’s the bride.’ ” 


That story was true and unexaggerated in a single detail. 
It provided a fitting opening for a sermon that was to 
stress (in part) the peril of elbowing Christ from the 
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center of Christmas celebrations. It had one serious 
defect — as I discovered when worship was over. It 
sounded improbable. The people roguishly hinted that 
I had retouched the incident to suit my homiletical 
need. While I was striding on with my exposition, the 
minds of many of them had dawdled in the dance hall, 
and they were toying in their minds with the dubious 
absurdity of the forgotten bride. 

One can use the most astonishing and improbable ma- 
terial for an illustration if it is an undisputed fact, e.g., 
some little-known truth of science, or some half- 
incredible incident of biography, clearly set down in the 
“ definitive life.” But when the illustration is drawn 
from personal experience, or belongs to the anecdotal 
class (little stories that float around but the truth of 
which it is impossible to confirm), let a man remember 
that it must not only be true but sound true. In no other 
way, with this kind of illustration, can he hope to keep 
the interest fixed upon the theme. 

It will confirm the truth of this from a quite different 
angle if one glances back at the illustrative use of para- 
bles. Parables may be pure fiction but they must be free 
of all improbabilities. The experiences they express are 
almost commonplace. Every man knows the truth of 
them in his own soul. He may never have gone to the far 
country — not actually: he has gone in his heart. He 
may never have called his brother “ this thy son” to his 
father’s face: he has said it in his heart. 

That is one of the most amazing things about the 
parable when used by the Master. It is all so ordinary — 
and so sublime. No man ever listened to the parable of 
the Prodigal Son and thought, “ What a tall story! ” It 
carries conviction. It doesn’t even raise the question of 
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its own truth. It is true to earth and heaven at the same 
time. 


We may leave it there. If to some who read these pages 
it all seems much ado about nothing, a darkening, even, 
of counsel with words, I can only add my conviction 
that preaching the good news of Jesus Christ is the high- 
est, holiest activity to which a man can give himself: a 
task which angels might envy and for which archangels 
might forsake the court of heaven. And because the craft 
of illustration has its own modest but not unimportant 
place in preaching, no man need regret a little time given 
to its close study. 

The rules, no doubt, have their exceptions but the 
hour for the exception is best known to the people who 
best know the rules. 


Yet, at the last, preaching is not just religious speak- 
ing; not the art of making a sermon and delivering it, 
but rather making a preacher and delivering Christ 
through him. Therefore, it will not be resented if I re- 
mind my readers in parting from them that our most 
impressive illustration in the end is ourselves: 


“Lord, have mercy upon us. 
Christ, have mercy upon us. 
Lord, have mercy upon us.” 
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